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A STARS AND STRIPES REFLECTION
Abigail Brown
The day of my high school graduation was a suspiciously beautiful evening in
May. In the moment, it felt like the most important day of my life. My hair
was just right, my royal blue cap was pinned at the perfect angle, and my dress
and shoes were meticulously curated to match the many cords draped over
my shoulders. But for me, this day wasn’t just about graduating. It was even
more important because I was singing the national anthem. In the weeks
leading up to graduation, I practiced for hours on end. I practiced until each
note was perfectly in tune, and until I was so confident and consistent that I
couldn’t possibly mess it up. On the day of the ceremony, I felt calm and
collected. My nerves only crept in when they announced my name to sing. My
palms were sweaty as I gripped the microphone and held it up to my lips. I
cleared my throat before I clicked it on. With the slightest bend in my knees, I
took a deep breath through my nose that filled my lungs deep with air, and I
began to sing. Throughout the whole anthem, I wasn’t thinking about the
words or the reason I was singing it to begin with. I was only thinking about
my performance. The only thing that mattered in that moment for me was
the fact that all eyes were on me. I remember looking out at my classmates
and all our families in the stands. I remember wondering where my parents
were sitting, but I knew how proud they were of me.
After the ceremony, I felt euphoric. I was met with the customary
“congratulations,” but to hear the compliments on my performance from my
classmates and their families tied a perfect bow on the four grueling years of
my high school experience. It was exactly the closure I needed from that
chapter in my life. That day was one that I had forward to (probably since
first watching High School Musical 3 in 2008) for two reasons. First, along
with everyone else, it marked the end of 12 long years with the same group of
people. Second, the fact that I had been selected to sing “The Star-Spangled
Banner” was a bit of a shock. I was surprised to have been chosen out of all
the talented musicians in my graduating class, but I knew that I needed to use
this opportunity to prove myself one last time before we all said our
goodbyes.
I am sure that everyone I graduated with that day was experiencing
emotions they have never felt before. It was the first time in all our lives that
things were really going to change. Many of us were going to college or trade
school, which for most of us meant moving away from home. But in the
weeks that followed the graduation ceremony, it began to occur to me that
my performance of the national anthem had been simply that: a performance.
When practicing the song, I had focused more on every other element besides
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the text. When I sang it at the ceremony, I paid no attention to the meaning
behind the words I had sung. I didn’t think about the relevance of the song,
and I realized that most of the members of the audience probably didn’t
either. I realize now that I sang the national anthem at my high school
graduation like it was the climactic aria of a classic opera, but not a
meaningful, historical piece of music that in theory represents the values of
this country. I think about how often we hear “The Star-Spangled Banner” at
various events without really giving it a second thought. It has become such a
regular, almost customary part of our lives that most people don’t bother to
stop and think about it.
Ada Limón put it best in her poem “A New National Anthem.” She
writes, “But the song didn’t mean anything, just a call to the field, something
to get through before the pummeling of youth.” In reference to a children’s
football games, she describes how the playing of the national anthem is often
just routine. The whole time it plays, the crowd is waiting for it to end so they
can get on with the game, or the ceremony, or whatever event they are at. Or
they’re “blindly singling the high notes with a beer sloshing in the stands.”
Even when we do sing along, were not thinking about the words were
singing, and the meaning behind them. I realized that I had become a part of
that group when I treated the national anthem as my own performance, and
not an important and symbolic song that represents the US.
At some point in my senior year of high school, I stopped saying the
pledge of allegiance. My experience in my 2 nd period Spanish class, in
particular, really stands out to me. Every day my class would stand up for the
pledge, and my Spanish teacher would recite it like her life depended on it. It
almost seemed satirical, the way she put her hand over her heart, stood up
perfectly straight, and filled her voice with so much pride for the words she
was saying. Throughout all my years of schooling, I had never had a teacher
before that displayed so much passion for the pledge of allegiance. It had
always been just another mundane and habitual part of the school day. All I
knew was that I did not feel anywhere near as enthusiastic as she did.
I can’t recall a specific day when I completely stopped saying the
pledge of allegiance, because it wasn’t an immediate shift. But the more I
focused on the words that we were blindly chanting with our hand over our
heart each day, I began to realize that I didn’t agree with it. First it was “one
nation under God.” I thought about how there are millions of people in the
US who say the pledge of allegiance, especially in schools, but have different
beliefs than the old white men who wrote the constitution in 1776. I realized
that it probably wasn’t fair that these people were expected to recite these
words that don’t reflect their beliefs. Many of them also probably don’t even
view it that way because of the compulsory nature of the pledge that children
in America experience from a young age. Then it was “liberty and justice for
all” that made me question it even more. With all the social and political
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events of 2020, I didn’t feel like these words rang true. This was the first time
I had ever found myself questioning the world around me. While I know that
is a normal part of growing up, I was confused. I felt guilty for the negativity I
was feeling towards my country, but I also felt independent and mature for
attempting to discover for myself what the words I was saying really meant.
This is also echoed in Ada Limon’s poem “A New National Anthem. At
the end she draws attention to the fact that the national anthem is a constant
thing that all Americans have in common, and that, as she mentions earlier, it
is a part of our lives whether we are always conscious of it or not. But as she
goes on, her tone becomes more questioning. Limón states, “that song that’s
our birthright…the song that says that your bones are my bones, and isn’t
that enough?” At first glance, this line suggests that the song still stands for
unity and togetherness even if it aligns with political ideals or 250 years old
values. That should be enough to justify singing it at all types of occasion. But
her delivery of this line at the end of this poem feels skeptical in the same way
I found myself considering the words of both the pledge and the national
anthem. It questions the legitimacy of blind acceptance of the words. It
discourages people from simply reciting them out of conditioned habit but
encourages them to look deeper into the values that it expresses and
represents. One patriotic song, or one memorized and repeated declaration of
loyalty written over two centuries ago does not encompass the wide variety of
cultures and values that the citizens of America are a part of.
This inner conflict came back even stronger after my performance of
the national anthem. I realized that I hadn’t fully analyzed the words that I
would be singing in the same way that I had broken down the pledge. I
wonder if I had taken the time to evaluate to the lyrics, would I have decided
that I couldn’t sing them? The word of the pledge and the nature of the
pledge itself were what stopped me from reciting it each morning, but the
words of the national anthem had no effect on my decision to sing it in front
so many people. I am disappointed in myself for seeing this as a performance
opportunity and nothing more. But if this would have occurred to me, I can’t
say for certain if I would have turned down the opportunity. In all likeliness,
my eagerness to perform and to prove myself to my classmates might still
have triumphed over any moral conflict. Still, these contradicting thoughts
weigh on my conscious. Did I deserve to sing the national anthem on such an
important day for a football stadium full of people when I didn’t feel
connected or passionate about the words I was singing? Was I the right
person to sing it if I couldn’t even bring myself to say the pledge at 9am on a
weekday? I tend to think that it might not have been appropriate for me to
have sung the national anthem, because I don’t even feel enough pride in my
country to say the pledge each morning.
This is something I struggle with when I look back on the great care
that I took in preparing the anthem, and the way I performed it at the
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ceremony. I sung that piece like it meant everything to me. I clung to every
note and held out the climactic phrase for as long as my breath would support
me. And in all honesty, I feel guilty about it. Each morning in class I stood up
but didn’t speak a word. My hand never met my heart. Just a few months
later, I was singing the national anthem in front of 750 of my fellow
classmates and probably an audience of teachers, friends, and family that must
have been 2,000 people, if not even more. In hindsight, I can’t believe this
thought didn’t cross my mind, but I guess I was just caught up in all the
pomp and circumstance.
Looking back on my life, I can recall only one time that I truly felt a
strong sense of patriotism. was when I was 11 years old. That summer, there
was a solider from my hometown who was killed in a friendly fire while
deployed in Afghanistan. His name was Aaron. I don’t remember exactly
where I was when I heard the news, because it was all anyone could talk
about for months. I remember there was a solemn and mournful mood that
spread throughout the community. For the first week or two, we had
moments of silence almost every day. People paused in restaurants and stores
or put their work on hold to take a few moments to honor Aaron. A few
weeks later, the sense of togetherness we found had boosted morale. Then, a
beautiful memorial was built for Aaron in the park, a street that went right
through the heart of downtown was named after him, and the annual
Independence Day parade was dedicated to his memory. While June was
somber and heavy-hearted, July brought our community closer with joyous
celebrations of American pride. Aaron had become a hero and a symbol of
what our community stood for.
It was a profound thing to witness as an eleven-year-old girl in the
Chicago suburbs. The way that my community came together to support
Aaron’s family will has changed my hometown forever. We will always have a
amplified appreciation for those who have served in the military. It is
something I will never forget because to this day, he is a renowned hero in my
hometown. His parents spoke at every Veterans’ Day Assembly throughout
middle school, and each year in high school we had a “support the troops”
football game dedicated to Aaron. He attended the same high school as I did,
and he had just graduated a year earlier when he died. I think about Aaron
often, and I remember the effect his death had on our community. I
remember the pride I felt knowing that someone from my humble suburb of
Illinois was an American hero. If eleven-year-old me knew the inner conflict I
feel now about my identity as an American, she probably would be quite
disappointed in present day me.
In conclusion, I’ve faced it. And I’ve considered it. From reciting the
pledge every day in kindergarten through junior year to singing the national
anthem to thousands of people. I’ve witnessed first-hand how respect for the
flag and for the military can bring a community together forever. I’ve read the
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American history textbooks and I’ve argued with my parents for hours about
political ideals and presidential candidates. My point is, that no matter how
immersed I find myself in American values, a strong sense of patriotism is
just not something that I will experience. I simply don’t feel a convincing
connection to my American identity. The truth is, we are conditioned to
believe that our “allegiance to the flag” is a part of our identity from such a
young age. It almost feels like a habit. Growing up, I had never had the
chance to question this until I was 18 years old. When I finally reflected on
this, it made me feel a little sick to my stomach. And even now, I feel guilty
for resenting the ritualistic nature of the pledge, or the outdated message of
“The Star-Spangled Banner.” Am I a bad person because I don’t feel pride in
my country?
I’m searching for the balance between discovering my values and
being proud of my identity as an American. Of course, I am grateful for the
many opportunities that I’ve had because I’ve grown up as an American
citizen, but I can’t say that I don’t question the values of American and what
it stands for. Because there is so much more to our identities as Americans
than pledges, patriotic tunes, and as Limón said, the notion that “your bones
are my bones, and isn’t that enough?” The answer to this question is
something that I think I will find myself chasing for many years to come.
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WE NEED TRUE HOPE
Jenna Lane
Hope is a crazy thing. The best kind of hope saves, while the worst destroys.
Miracles from Heaven, focuses on the journey of a young girl named Annabel
with digestive tract paralysis. She is affected mainly in her intestines by a
condition called chronic intestinal pseudo obstructions (CIP). Her life shifts
from school and friends to feeding tubes, hospitals, surgeries, and traveling to
see doctors. Days consist of lying on the couch with a heating pack trying to
control the agonizing pain followed by sleepless nights in pain and throwing
up. The whirlwind of hospital and doctors culminates in traveling from Texas
to Boston to beg the main pediatric motility specialist in the country to help
her. During a rare period of time at home in Texas, Anna is outside climbing
a tree after a lot of convincing from her older sister when she falls inside the
hollow tree unconscious. When she is rescued hours later, she wakes up
completely unharmed and healed. Annabell later shares that she talked to
God in heaven and he had promised to send her back, but this time healed.
The promise holds true as at the end of the movie, Anna is depicted perfectly
healthy, as if she never had had CIP (Miracles from Heaven). The movie offers
the worst kind of hope, the false kind.
Personally, I have been on a journey quite similar to Annabel over
the past few years with the main difference being my digestive tract paralysis
mainly affects my stomach through a condition called Gastroparesis, instead
of my intestines. There is never any decent representation for conditions like
ours, so I decided to give such a mainstream movie a chance. For a movie
described as a tearjerker, I can assure you I did cry, but not for the reason you
would originally think. I was angry. I am still angry. Angry that this is the
representation that exists for the general public that otherwise knows nothing
about our lives. Angry that a disease that took so much from me is being used
to push others' religious agendas. Angry that those around me may believe
that I’m only still sick because I’m not worthy of God curing me. There is a
lot for me to be angry about, but this was one movie and one condition. This
is a widespread issue affecting the disability community and what others think
about disabled individuals based on media representation.
Disability representation in the media is sparse, and when disabled
characters are featured they typically only appear to be inspirational or objects
of scorn or pity. For the general public, the media is the only idea of disability
they have, so their view simply involves these three ideas that cause
separation between disabled and able-bodied individuals. In Annabel’s case
she is portrayed in a way that inspires others to connect with her God and
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continues the idea that the only way disabled individuals can be happy is if
they are completely cured. These ideas are harmful to everyone, especially to
individuals like myself, living with digestive tract paralysis. The overall
message of the movie is that disabilities need a cure in general and that if you
are a strong Christian, God will cure you. While Miracles from Heaven does an
excellent job of portraying the harsh reality of Intestinal Pseudo Obstructions
in the beginning, the idea of using disability to push religious agendas
continues to create a negative view of disabled individuals.
Up until Annabell’s miraculous cure, the movie is very accurate to the
journey that almost everyone with digestive tract paralysis goes on. The
numerous misdiagnoses, the family turmoil, the pain of tube placements, the
dread of small tasks like showering, and more are very accurate to not only
my experience but others I have met along the way. One b-roll scene
highlights Annabel looking fearful while stepping on the scale (Miracles from
Heaven 55:10-55:25). With these conditions, when weight is lost that is when
treatment intensifies. If too much weight is lost, feeding tubes, admissions,
central lines, tpn, etc. follow, so the fear of losing weight is intense. Even the
minute details were dead on and what was inaccurate would only truly be
noticed by someone who has lived it. The attention to detail shows an
attempt at an accurate representation. This happened because the movie was
inspired by a true story meaning things were significantly exaggerated, but the
real Christy Beam, Annabel’s mom, wrote a book about their experience that
was used to ensure the accuracy of the movie along with Anna’s involvement
(“Miracles from Heaven (2016)”).
However, the miraculous cure at the end of the movie overrides the
universally true components. Upon research, Annabell did end up in
spontaneous remission after her fall into the tree which in the movie she
points out by saying “[God] told me I would be fine” (Miracles from Heaven
1:25:03-1:25:06). Although this happens very rarely with falls with individuals
with neurological diseases, which digestive tract paralysis is. The point is, this
is possible. It is rare, but it happens. Whether that has to do with God or not
is not the point. The issue is that this movie is the almost sole representation
of this condition in the media which only shows the one in a million chance
of spontaneous remission. Almost no one else with this condition has the
same story as Annabel. Most of us go through grueling treatment after
treatment before seeing very gradual improvement. Others will be dependent
on tubes and lines for the rest of their lives, which contrary to popular belief
is not the end of the world. That is the reality we are up against, but anyone
who has watched this movie thinks that a miracle is commonplace, whether
that be those around you or worse yourself. True hope to someone with a
chronic illness can be life changing, but Miracles from Heaven offers nothing
other than false hope. A one in a million chance is not something that should
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be expected, as the movie suggests. Miracles happen but not everyone can
experience one.
The idea of waiting for a cure from God prevents disabled
individuals from living their life. In her essay, “When You Are Waiting to Be
Healed.” June Eric-Udorie explains that “when you are waiting to be healed,
you reject a lasting condition” (56). In other words, rejecting your only reality.
She was born with a rare eye deformity, and never accepting it caused her to
be “ashamed of who [she] was” (Eric-Udorie 57). Spending years of her life
praying to God, asking for healing caused June to feel trapped and reject the
perfectly good life she could have had all due to her loved ones telling her “if
you really believe, if you really pray and cry out, then God will heal you’’ (EricUdorie 54). This is when religion becomes toxic. Accepting a disability is the
best way to have a full life in spite of its potential challenges. However, the
idea of a miracle, God-given cure prevented June and many others from
doing just that. Miracles from Heaven is continuing to promote this false hope to
desperate people attempting to figure out their reality. It also adds fire to the
possibility of miracles happening, causing more people to become trapped
like June once was. They reject their reality, and spend years trapped waiting
for God to heal them because they feel it's what they are supposed to do.
What makes the disability representation in Miracles from Heaven even worse, is
the systematic lack of quality representation. For starters, looking at Miracles
from Heaven through the lens of the Fries Test, which is a series of questions
that analyze the quality of disability portrayal in film, the movie fails every
question (Fries). Annabel is the only disabled character with lines. Her story is
used for the benefit of the church and Christianity in general. The whole
premise of the movie is God curing her which is the exact opposite of the
Fries Test idea of disability not being eradicated in any way (Fries). Annabel
and her former disability are simply props in this mainstream portrayal.
Unfortunately, the fact of the matter is, the horrible representation in
this film is beating the odds. It has a speaking character with a disability.
Disability is the second lowest represented minority in the top 1200 movies
from 2007 to 2018, but has the largest difference between the true population
and characters in movies. The US Census in 2010 reported 27.2% of
Americans live with a disability while only 1.6% of all characters in the top
1200 movies are depicted having one (Smith et. al. 4). Annabel is part of that
1.6%. Miracles from Heaven carries none of the ideals that disability scholars
need to see to deem a film a valid representation, yet it still gets counted. It
emphasizes the true lack of disability representation that movies, like Miracles
from Heaven, which use disability as a prop in the overall plot are making up
the one percent of movies including disabled characters. The general public
has no reason to believe that telling a sick teenager to pray for a cure is
inappropriate because this is the story the media is feeding them. When this is
the only thing shown to the public, disability will always be tied to religion in
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their minds. Praying for a cure is not the only answer to disability. As
conversations over representation continue, disability needs to be taken into
more consideration, so correct representations can shape the public mind to
see disability in a better light.
Miracles from Heaven is contributing to misconceptions created by the
media by utilizing disability as a prop to push religious agendas. While the
beginning does an acceptable job of depicting the reality of digestive tract
paralysis, the magical cure at the end undermines any understanding the
viewer may have gained. This needs to change. Disability does not need to be
prayed away, and frankly, religion should not be forced on others. It is
completely possible to live life to the fullest with digestive tract paralysis.
While it is hard and it is scary, a miracle cure is not the only way to get past
the worst of it. Treatments help and you learn to adapt. There is real, true
hope in the darkness if you know where to look without waiting and praying
to be the one in a million.
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THE DOUBLE SOULS OF BLACK FOLK: AN ANALYSIS OF THE
SOCIAL COMMENTARY IN GET OUT
Ali Mohamed
Although the threat of a secretive, century-old cult run by an upper-class
white family that aims to kidnap and hypnotize Black people in order to
transfer their brains into the bodies of their captives might not be a truly
legitimate threat, the film Get Out still proves to be hauntingly realistic in its
portrayal of the African American experience. The 2017 award-winning
horror film has been praised for its glaring social commentary on the race
relations in America. Peele successfully blends horror and comedy in order to
show a legitimate problem with today’s society. There is no doubt of the
film’s implicit message about racism in America, however Peele’s intention
goes further than that. Today, racism has evolved in new and unrecognizable
ways. Bigotry no longer solely comes in violent and explicit forms. This idea
of subtle and polite racism has become more and more prevalent in the daily
experience of African Americans. There are also nonviolent social forces that
impact Black people that may not seem prejudiced on the surface. These
specific struggles are generally less understood by the American public, and
they are what Peele attempted to demonstrate throughout this film, beyond
just the systemic racism that African Americans face. In this paper, I will
analyze how Jordan Peele’s Get Out attempts to convey the modern-day
struggles of Black people interacting with overlooked nonviolent social forms
of racism, primarily through the lens of W.E.B. Du Bois’ work.
W.E.B. Du Bois was an African-American sociologist, author,
philosopher and civil rights activist who was a leading thinker on racial issues
and the struggles for Black people living in America. One of his most
prominent works was a book of essays titled The Souls of Black Folk (1903). In
this book, Du Bois coined the term “double consciousness” which illustrates
the psychological challenge of how Black people living in America must
constantly view themselves in two ways: How they perceive themselves, and
how society perceives them as a Black person. As an oppressed minority, they
must always view themselves through the eyes of an oppressive society. As
Du Bois writes:
It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of
always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of measuring
one's soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt
and pity. One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two
souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in
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one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being
torn asunder. (Du Bois)
Peele demonstrates this idea throughout Get Out, specifically via the
protagonist, Chris. At the start of the film, we see Chris talk to his girlfriend
before they visit her parents, asking her if they knew he was Black. While this
wasn’t a concern for her, he was worried about how her parents might
perceive him as a Black man, displaying this idea of double consciousness.
This internal conflict further continues throughout the film as he meets the
family, and his suspicions remain. Chris is faced with numerous racist remarks
from the Armitage family that make him feel uncomfortable. This continues
throughout the party that the Armitage family hosts, as all the guests seem to
treat Chris as some sort of commodity. When he tries to seek comfort by
speaking with any other Black people he encounters, he is met with cold,
robotic responses that we later find out is a result of their brain-transplant
surgery. Chris becomes increasingly paranoid and uncomfortable because he
is thinking of how everyone around him is viewing him through a racist
perspective. This was Peele’s intention when making the film, as he wrote
about in the annotated screenplay: “I wanted to show Chris hit with the fear
of unwanted attention walking into that space where everyone is already
looking in your direction. That idea of being ambushed with attention”
(Peele). Through their eyes, they only see Chris as his race and nothing more,
and this exact “two-ness” is what makes him hyperaware throughout the
film.
The film later goes on even further in its illustration of this concept
of double consciousness. The audience learns that Chris’ girlfriend, Rose, was
luring him to her home for her family’s plot to transfer their brains into the
bodies of Black people. After this “Coagula” process, the host’s
consciousness remains in the “Sunken Place,” a dream-like hypnosis. Chris is
told that his existence would be as a “passenger” in this state. This is a
physical manifestation of double consciousness, as the hosts are forced to
view their lives in control by their white oppressors, completely helpless.
They fully become this body with “two unreconciled strivings”. Another layer
is added to this regarding Chris specifically. Chris’ body is wanted by Jim
Hudson, a blind art gallery owner. Jim tells Chris that he wants him for his
eyes, as he is a photographer. However, Chris is also likely sought after due to
his double consciousness. As a Black man, he sees the world in a way that Jim
could never understand. He is always “looking at one’s self through the eyes
of others,” providing Jim with a diverse perspective to his own. By
demonstrating Du Bois’ idea of double consciousness through this medium,
Peele was able to convey this internal conflict that is often overlooked. Many
Black Americans are forced to deal with this hyperawareness, just like Chris,
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as they view themselves through the eyes of a white, racist society and
encounter these microaggressions and instances of subtle racism.
One of the primary themes of Get Out also highlights another
overlooked form of racism: fetishization. Writer Dr. Janice Gassam Asare
defined fetishism as “the act of making someone an object of sexual desire
based on some aspect of their identity” (Asare). When placed in a racial
context, that aspect of their identity is their race. While this might not fit the
preconceived bubble of racism as being violent or blatant bigotry, it is still
harmful for minorities. The main plot of Get Out is built on a critique of racial
fetishization. The goal of the Armitage family and the Coagula cult is to
inhabit the bodies of Black people and their desire for doing so is hinted at
throughout the entire film. When Chris is having dinner with the Armitage
family, Rose’s brother Jeremy tells Chris of his potential in MMA fighting
because of his race: “with your frame and genetic makeup… you’d be a
fucking beast” (0:24:45). Jeremy is fetishizing the Black male body and
reducing Chris to simply his race and “genetic makeup”. This behavior is
continued at the party that the Armitage family hosts as several guests harass
Chris and make racially motivated comments. One guest feels Chris’ bicep
and asks Rose “is it better?”, referring to their sex and the stereotypes
regarding Black men (0:43:15). Another guest tells Chris that “Black is in
fashion” (0:43:40). These interactions are all examples of this racial fetishism
and how it is still harmful and bigoted despite how it may seem positive. We
later discover that all of the guests are there to participate in an auction for
Chris’ body, mirroring a slave auction. The eventual “buyer” is Jim Hudson.
Before the Coagulation process begins, Chris asks Jim why they chose to
target Black people. Jim says, “People want a change. Some people want to be
stronger, faster, cooler” (1:25:30). These instances all demonstrate Peele’s
intention to critique racial fetishization and how society overlooks its
dangerous effects. Even though the party guests are admiring and even
glorifying Chris, they are reducing him to nothing more than his race:
attributing any positive features to his identity as a black male.
In The Souls of Black Folk, W.E.B. Du Bois had another important
idea regarding the African American experience. The book talks about a
metaphorical “veil” between Black and white people. Part of this veil is white
people’s incapability to view Black people as Americans. This veil is
demonstrated repeatedly throughout Get Out. The Armitage family, as well as
all of the guests at their party, were incapable of viewing Chris as anything
more than his identity as a Black male. With every encounter with the family
members, Chris is met with microaggressions and so many instances of subtle
racism. Her father tells Chris he would’ve voted for Obama for a third term if
he could and refers to their relationship as a “thang”. Jeremy’s comments at
the dinner table regarding MMA are another instance of this. These are all
examples of a more “polite” form of racism that is overlooked because it is
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not as direct as other forms of bigotry. This seemingly kind, liberal, white
family are all only capable of viewing Chris as a Black man and not an
American or even just a regular human being. This is a result of Du Bois’ veil.
Peele used the film to shine light on the danger of this form of racism that is
exceedingly prevalent in the modern day.
Not only is Get Out a successfully scary horror movie, but Peele’s film
also accomplishes a remarkable feat with its meaningful social commentary.
His goal is to demonstrate the external social forces that impact the daily lives
of Black Americans such as Du Bois’ concept of double consciousness, as
well the nonviolent and overlooked forms of racism like subtle
microaggressions and racial fetishization. Given the horror genre, Peele
wanted audiences to be frightened, but also to feel uncomfortable as they saw
life from an African American perspective. For many white Americans, these
ideas were different from the blatant forms of bigotry and oppression that are
easier to identify and combat. But if true progress is to be made with
America’s race relations, no stone can be left unturned. As a result of this
significant underlying social message, Jordan Peele’s Get Out is an incredibly
important story for today’s society.
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SCIENCE IN COLOR
Grace Isley
Graphic novels are stories shown through images with the text as word
bubbles in the panels. Are graphic novels as effective in connecting to readers
as traditional forms of literature? They allow readers into the exact imaginings
the author intended. They are more accessible and understandable to a
broader audience through the medium's emphasis on art. Because art with
text is more accessible than the written word alone, readers and writers alike
can create deeper connections between fictional characters and caricatures
depicting real-life people. The superiority does not stop there. Color
symbolism in literature opens doors to accessibility and evolved critical
thinking skills, allowing readers to form their own opinions. Lauren Redniss’s
Radioactive: A Tale of Love and Fallout and Jim Ottaviani’s and Leland
Myrick’s Feynman are graphic novels that use color emphasis to develop
character beyond their historical legacies. Graphic novels are effective and
reliable source of literature in academia because their use of color symbolism
opens doors to increased accessibility, evolved critical thinking skills, allowing
readers to form their own opinions.
Graphic novels are becoming more popular in academia. They are
opening the door for young people to explore multiple literacies in a form
that is understandable for a larger audience. Gretchen Schwarz works at the
NYC Department of Education and graduated from Columbia University
with a master’s in art education. In 2006, she researched graphic novels
effectiveness in academia. In Schwarz’s “Expanding Literacies through
Graphic Novels,” she claims, “Traditional aims can be served by using the
graphic novel in the classroom; the graphic novel can be legitimate literature”
(59). Often literature in class is taught from a white, English point of view
with outdated English that average students struggle with. Graphic novels
allow for an updated opportunity for students to analyze visual context and
emotional intelligence in addition to the traditional English curriculum.
Schwarz suggests the use of graphic novels is to “offer more diverse voices
than traditional textbooks and can open up discussion about issues such as
social justice” (62). Through the works of Lauren Redniss in Radioactive: A
Tale of Love and Fallout and Jim Ottaviani’s and Leland Myrick’s Feynman,
readers get to experience the scientists separating from their award-winning
achievements. The biographical cartoonists create a personal connection
between scientist and reader – unlike that of a character and the reader. In
Candida Rifkind’s “The Seeing Eye of Scientific Graphic Biography,” she
emphasizes that [...] the graphic biographer must create a pictorial icon of
another, a real person, whose image often already circulates in photographs,
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films, drawings, and other visual forms. As numerous comic scholars have
argued, the simplification of realistic detail into pictorial icons is a shorthand
of identification and also an amplification of identity. (3)
The biographical cartoonists must make the characters recognizable,
but use the dramatic form of panels, bleeds, and foreground to amplify their
characteristics. For example, Richard Feynman is remembered by his
theoretical physics lectures. He painted a complicated subject in a way that
was not only understandable to the common man but entertaining enough to
draw students of all majors and interests. Rifkind describes Ottaviani and
Myrick’s depiction of Feynman as ideal: “science meets art to depict the life
of a man who thinks in pictures” (1). Feynman gives readers a visual
representation of the extraordinary mind; readers can understand and make
their own conclusions about color and placement choice that cannot be done
with traditional literature. Schwarz reaffirms that “The graphic novel,
however, holds still and allows special attention to be given to its unique
visual and word arrangement” (59). With traditional literature readers use
their imagination from the text to development an understanding of the
author’s intent. However, in graphic novels that visual stimulation and
intensity gives readers a more detailed view into the author’s vision and can
include minute details that, in text, seem redundant and unimpactful.
Overall, graphic novels are more accessible and understandable to a
broader audience that will development updated critical thinking skills that
create deeper connections between reader and the characters and/or real-life
people. Graphic novels puts an emphasis on visuals to convey intensity and
importance of scenes. In Feynman and Radioactive, there are many panels
that are composed of various shade of the same color or just black and white.
Color symbolism is used in literature to tap into preconceived connection to
evoke emotion in readers. In one of Feynman’s flashbacks, Ottaviani and
Myrick uses various tones of green (4-7). In literature, green symbolizes
nature and relaxation. In some cases, it can also be tied to innocence and
immaturity. The first half of the scene is young Feynman remembering
learning about Tyrannosaurus rexes from his father. The shades of green are
light and bright which connects to the innocence and initial spark for learning
that Feynman remembers. The scene is focused on the entire room to
demonstrate the wide future of learning ahead of Feynman. Then, it transits
into the second half of the scene. The shades of green shift into darker and
deeper tones and the focus is zoomed in. The shift from light to dark reveals
Feynman’s maturity into more abstract and complicated subjects. The darker
shades show Feynman’s increasing knowledge, but within the color green,
demonstrates that there is still a lot to learn in the field of physics. Ottaviani
and Myrick conclude, “But even if we knew every rule, we still might not be
able to understand why a particular move is made, merely because it is too
complicated, and our minds are limited” (7).
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In Lauren Redniss’s Radioactive, she emphasizes the use of yellows
and blues. Yellow is considered to be a happy and intellectual color. It has
also developed a derogatory meaning of cowardly and afraid of violence. In
Mary Jo Nye’s “Of Passion and Polonium,” she states, “remind readers of the
energy the glow and the heat of radioactive substance” (260). Marie
Curie’s discovery of radium and polonium, radioactive chemical elements,
won her a Noble Prize in Physics. Radium glows yellowish green and
polonium glows blue. On pages 46 and 47 of Radioactive, Redniss illustrates a
detonation of an atomic bomb with the tagline “MARIE: ‘I coined the word
radioactivity.’” (47). The explosion is drawn in yellow and fades out to orange.
Orange is a combination of yellow and red. Red symbolizes aggression and
intensity. Marie Curie’s intelligence to discover radium (yellow) bleeds into
the aggression (red) of the atomic bomb and its hazardous effects on the
people of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Redniss uses yellow blending with red to
illustrate how scientific progress can be used in acts of violence. Redniss
choose to incorporate blue tones when describing the death of Pierre Curie.
In on two-page spread, Pierre’s death is drawn in dark blue. Blue symbolizes
depression and sadness. Blues are used to draw out negative emotions in
readers. However, the wording used to describe the event are blunt and
almost emotionless. The account is from their daughter, Eve Curie. She
describes the event as so “The black wheel encountered a feeble obstacle
which is crushed in passing: a forehead, a human head. The cranium was
shattered and a red, viscous matter trickled in all directions in the mud: the
brain of Pierre Curie” (96). Unlike previous examples where the colors
amplified the text, this example creates a disconnect causing the reader to
pause and think about what the author is trying to convey. The death of a
father figure is expected to be sad and disheartening, however, Eve describes
the crushing of her father’s brain as a “feeble obstacle.” She describes the
shattering of her father’s brain in vivid detail using the words “red,” crushed,”
and “shattered.” But the drawn image shows no signs of intensity or dramatic
shift from the designated tone of blue. Redniss is illustrating a disconnect
between Pierre Curie the scientist and Pierre Curie the father in the eyes of
Eve. The loss of Pierre Curie the scientist was more impactful than the death
of Pierre Curie the father. Thus, further cementing the importance of
color symbolism in literature and its uniqueness in graphic novels to convey
unspoken tones to the reader.
Scientific achievements advance society, but there can be negative
unintended side effects. Graphic novels use beautiful imaginary of scientific
achievements that led to tragedies. Marie Curie and Richard Feynman both
had a hand in the development of the atomic bomb. Curie coined the term
radioactivity, which is the science behind the nuclear fission, the power
source of the explosion. Feynman worked on the Manhattan Project and had
a direct hand in its development. Their passion for science and learning
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motivated them to make their scientific achievements. Unfortunately, the
effects of radium and the atomic bomb had unforeseen effects on human
health and were catastrophic on the environment. The United States had a
surge of radium-related products in the late 1910s. By the mid-1920s, a term
known as “radium jaw” began to appear where portions of the jawbone
would fall out along with ulcers, brittle bones, and tumors (Wendorf 1). The
bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki felt an estimated 130,000 to 215,000
dead from the blast itself and long-term exposure to radiation. The negative
side effects of radiation and the atomic bomb are obvious, but the imagery in
Redniss and Ottaviani and Myrick’s illustrations makes the readers feel
conflicted. Redniss illustrates the atomic bomb from a zoomed out focus with
yellow and orange hues (47). The imagine is comparable to the rippling effect
of sand. The effects of the blast are not seen from the focus and the aesthetic
ripples creates a calming effect on readers. The zoomed-out focus of the
imagine illustrates that looking back at history allows readers to separate the
emotional turmoil of the event. Readers are able see the beauty in the
destruction. In Feynman, Ottaviani and Myrick illustrate the initial blast of the
tested bomb as a single white panel (100). The image is complete blank and
followed by vivid color. A common phrase is that an image is worth a
thousand words, but what does a blank image have to say? The blank image
allows the readers to feel the stark contrast and to form their own opinion of
the destruction. Readers are able to interpret the science and form critical
thinking skills.
Graphic novels are plots shown through images with the text as word
bubble in the panels. They allow readers into the exact imageries the author
intended. They are more accessible and understandable to a broader audience
that create deeper connections between reader and the characters and/or reallife people. Color symbolism in literature opens doors to accessibility and
evolved critical thinking skills and allows readers to form their own opinions.
Graphic novels are an effective and reliable source of literature in academia to
develop critical thinking skills, think differently about artistic choices, and
form unique perspectives.

22

Works Cited
History.com Editors. “Bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.” History.com,
A&E Television Networks, 18 Nov. 2009,
https://www.history.com/topics/world-war-ii/bombing-ofhiroshima-and-nagasaki#section_5.
Ottaviani, Jim, et al. Feynman. First Second, 2013.
Nye, Mary Jo. “Of Passion and Polonium.” American Scientist, vol. 99, no. 3,
Sigma Xi, The Scientific Research Society, 2011, pp. 260–61,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/23019325.
Redniss, Lauren. Radioactive: Marie &amp; Pierre Curie A Tale of Love
&amp; Fallout. Dey Street an Imprint of William Morrow Publishers,
2015.
Rifkind, Candida. “The Seeing Eye of Scientific Graphic Biography.”
Biography, vol. 38, no. 1, 2015, pp. 1–22.
Schwarz, Gretchen. “Expanding Literacies through Graphic Novels.” The
English Journal, vol. 95, no. 6, National Council of Teachers of
English, 2006, pp. 58–64, https://doi.org/10.2307/30046629.
Wendorf, Marcia. “The Radium Girls: Workers Who Painted with Radium,
Suffered Radiation Exposure.” Interesting Engineering, Interesting
Engineering, 30 Aug. 2019, https://interestingengineering.com/theradium-girls-workers-who-painted-with-radium- and-sufferedradiation-exposure.

23

THE WOMAN WHO LIVES IN WHISPERS
Abigail Hoehn
The No Name Woman is not spoken about in detail, but she lingers through
history as a ghost story, used as a precautionary tale to a child. The author,
Maxine Hong Kingston, is told the bare bones of her aunt’s story by her
mother after she has started to menstruate. Most of the text is the author's
imagination of what the precursor to her aunt’s death might have been. This
is especially notable when one considers how Kingston, a first-generation
Chinese-American, is trying to understand the ghosts of Chinese culture
around her. Kingston has no choice but to imagine her aunt's story because
no one was allowed to ask about the aunt’s story before her home was
desecrated due to the judgment of others. Throughout the text, a prominent
and recurring theme is how the beliefs of society perpetuated by the village
affected the No Name Woman’s life.
Within the village community, the opinions of the more powerful
members conformed with the collective and dictated one’s treatment. The
author stated that when her parents talked about home, they discussed an
outcast table where “the powerful older people made wrongdoers eat alone”
(Kingston 386). When considering this through the lens of the prominent
patriarchy ingrained in power structures, it shows how the men allowed the
No Name Woman to become a “ghost” when she was perceived to have
ruined the harmony of the village. Specifically, the men in the No Name
Woman’s family were able to cut her out of the family history completely
after believing she had disgraced them. In the family’s community, women
were viewed as reliant on men, which was especially prevalent during a time
in which food was hard to come by. Ernest Ni, author of The Family in China
states that:
Prior to that time, women, for example, were generally
regarded as altogether dependent. As was expressed in an old
saying, ‘Before marriage, she is dependent on her father;
after marriage, she is dependent on her husband; when her
husband dies, she is dependent on her son.’ This conception
of women had been prevalent probably since the beginning
of China’s history. (315)
Some of the men had left the village to go to the United States for an
opportunity to provide for their families. When the traditional patriarchy
within the village felt the No Name Woman had ruined the balance of the
group, her fate was intentionally orchestrated.
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A recurring idea throughout the author's musings was the pressure of
doing what was right for the village, and how those ideals affected the No
Name Woman. Necessity was a large part of the village’s culture, as it is a trait
shown through the mother who was “powered by Necessity, a river-bank that
guides her life” (Kingston 385). Therefore, the aunt carrying a far-fromnecessary child during a time of starvation, upsetting the balance of the
village, was a great sin. Especially since her husband had been dead for some
time before she got pregnant. During one of the author’s imaginings of the
No Name Woman’s story, the villagers broke many items within the house:
The round moon cakes and round doorways, the round tables of graduated
sizes that fit one roundness inside another, round windows and rice bowls these talismans had lost their power to warn this family of the law: a family
must be whole, faithfully keeping the descent line by having sons to feed the
old and the dead, who in turn look after the family, (391).
Their strong collective opinions were equated to the law, and they
showed her the physical manifestation of what they believed to be a broken
community. To them, a whole community was balanced and depended on
one another. The No Name Woman broke this concept, so when the villagers
raided the house, they broke the circular symbols of harmony. Even though
the villagers who participated in the raid wore masks, the family still knew
that these people were their friends. This connects to the same concept of
harmony between each person. The villagers destroyed the family’s rice fields,
house, livestock, and belongings all as retribution for the aunt getting
pregnant. This would allow the balance and friendly comradery to persevere
between each person within the village after the unacknowledged No Name
Woman’s death.
The importance of the villagers' feelings toward one another is
shown with foreshadowing and language use during the ransacking of the No
Name Woman's house. During the attack, the mother recalls their words,
“‘Pig.’ ‘Ghost.’ ‘Pig.’ they sobbed and scolded while they ruined our house”
(Kingston 384). Essentially, these words represent the beliefs of the people,
and both of these ideas played a part in the fate of the author’s aunt. The
villagers call her a pig, and the woman gives birth in a pigsty (Kingston 384).
She is called a ghost, and all that remains of the No Name Woman is the
symbolic ghost that haunts the author and her family. The author’s word
choice during the section in which the aunt is giving birth also reflects on
how the villagers saw the No Name Woman. The passage said, “her body and
her complexity began to disappear. She was one of the stars, a bright dot in
blackness, without home, without a companion, in eternal cold and silence”
(Kingston 392). As the No Name Woman is giving birth, the author is not
focusing on her physical body, but the space surrounding her, which
represents how she was no longer seen as someone fit to remain with others
in the community. She was a spirit even before her death. This concept could
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branch into why the No Name Woman chose to commit suicide inside of the
families’ drinking well (Kingston 385), as then she would be acknowledged
and cause a final impact on the world. Referring to the No Name Woman as
a ghost also represents how she later lingers and has not yet completely
disappeared. She is instead spoken about in hushed whispers as a
precautionary tale to young girls as they begin their journey into
womanhood.
Within Chinese culture, the sentiment from life that surrounded your
figure persisted even after death. Familial relations with ancestors are an
important aspect of Chinese culture. According to Anning Hu, author of
Ancestor Worship in Contemporary China: An Empirical Investigation:
The fundamental cosmology that underpins ancestor worship is the
perpetuation of family line that is believed to be unbroken by death. The
deceased family members, or ancestors, thus keep a strong tie with living
family members, and they are highly respected by descendants due to their
seniority and supernatural power of blessing” (171).
Therefore, the family of the No Name Woman deliberately removing
her from their history would affect her treatment in the afterlife. Kingston
comments upon her aunt’s ghost as someone who will be continually hungry
in the afterlife, begging from others with legitimate lines. This shows how the
culture supported those who were viewed as honorable in life, while those
who weren’t disappeared in the minds of future generations.
Throughout the story, the theme of perpetuating societal standards by
the village was shown to continually impact the No Name Woman’s life. This
was in accordance with historical ideas of China and what a first-generation
immigrant might think of it as she is trying to discover her roots. The ideals
of the people surrounding the No Name Woman are what ultimately lead to
her suicide, and within Chinese culture, the quality of her afterlife as well.
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GEORGE MUSSER, ON WAKING UP
Esten Garey

For an empirical science, physics can be remarkably dismissive of some of our
most basic observations. We see objects existing in definite locations, but the
wave nature of matter washes that away. We perceive time to flow, but how
could it, really? We feel ourselves to be free agents, and that’s just quaint.
Physicists like nothing better than to expose our view of the universe as
parochial. Which is great. But when asked why our impressions are so off,
they mumble some excuse and slip out the side door of the party.
Physicists, in other words, face the same hard problem of consciousness as
neuroscientists do: the problem of bridging objective description and
subjective experience. To relate fundamental theory to what we actually
observe in the world, they must explain what it means “to observe”—to
become conscious of. And they tend to be slapdash about it. They divide the
world into “system” and “observer,” study the former intensely, and take the
latter for granted—or, worse, for a fool.
A purely atomic explanation of behavior may be just that: an explanation of what atoms
do. It would say nothing about brains, much less minds.
In their ambitions to create a full naturalistic explanation of the world,
physicists have some clues, such as theparadoxes of black holes and the
arbitrariness of the Standard Model of particles. These are our era’s version of
the paradoxes of atoms and light that drove Einstein and others to develop
quantum mechanics and relativity theory. The mysteries of the mind seldom
come up. And they should. Understanding the mind is difficult and may be
downright impossible in our current scientific framework. As philosopher
David Chalmers told a Foundational Questions Institute conference last
summer, “We won’t have a theory of everything without a theory of
consciousness.” Having cracked open protons and scoured the skies for
things that current theories can’t explain, physicists are humbled to learn the
biggest exception of all may lie in our skulls.
Solving these deep problems will be a multigenerational project, but we are
seeing the early stages of a convergence. It has become a thing for theoretical
physicists to weigh in on consciousness and, returning thefavor, for
neuroscientists to weigh in on physics. Neuroscientists have been developing
theories that are comprehensive in scope, built on basic principles, open to
experimental testing, and mathematically meaty—in a word, physics-y.
Taken from an essay by George Musser on neuroscience in
physics. https://nautil.us/a-theory-of-consciousness-can-help-build-a-theoryof-everything-6121/
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MARIE CURIE: A LESSON IN LAPSED TIME
AND RESTAGED STORIES
Esten Garey
Certain decisions in human history markedly shift the course of millions, or
billions, of lives. Marie and Pierre Curie’s discovery of radioactivity in 1898
did just that. Their new understanding of the dynamic nature of atoms
snowballed into massive changes in physics, medicine, and warfare. The
passage of time only broadened the ways the Curies’ advancements touched
humanity, even to the present day. Marie Curie lived a fascinating, moving,
and inspiring life while simultaneously changing the world forever. Her story
has been told many times and in many ways. In 1943, Mervyn LeRoy directed
Madame Curie, a biographical portrait of Marie Curie’s early life and research
discoveries. This charming movie leaves the audience inspired by her life’s
work. Two years later, the United States dropped an atomic bomb on
Hiroshima. Curie had discovered the power buried deep within an atom, and
while her research has been used to save countless lives through medicine, we
find the implications of her work to be much more complex. In 2011, exactly
100 years after Marie Curie won the Novel Prize for Chemistry (Pasachoff
63), Lauren Redniss published Radioactive: Marie & Pierre Curie, a Tale of Love
and Fallouta graphic novel that puts Marie’s tale in a new light. When
compared to the 1943 film, Radioactive illustrates the effects of lapsed time on
narrative due to retrospective historical context, leading to differences in
detail selection, tone, and character portrayal.
Madame Curie excludes from itself essentially all the societal impacts of
Marie Curie’s discovery. The movie’s time frame is brief; it extends from the
early 1890’s when Marie met Pierre to 1906, the year of Pierre’s death, with a
brief conclusion at Marie’s speech upon receiving a Nobel prize in later life. It
does not seem that the movie’s purpose was to imbed Marie Curie’s life in the
context of broader history. In comparison, Radioactive tells stories throughout
the whole twentieth century and into the early 2000’s, and while the graphic
novel had much more history to work with, there were already moments that
the movie omitted. For example, Marie passionately aided in the World War I
effort by inventing and driving mobile X-ray machines to the front lines to
save wounded soldiers. Each of these 18 “petites Curies” aided in the
treatment of as many as 10,000 men (Redniss 156). If Madame Curie had
wanted to share what Marie’s discovery had done for the world, it most likely
could have been presented in a very positive and impactful manner. However,
the movie focuses almost entirely on the relationship between Marie and
Pierre and the long road they travelled to the discovery of radium. That said,
there are, if fact, a few commonalities between the details chosen in the movie
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and in the graphic novel. Both emphasize the grueling process the Curies
undertook to discover the new radioactive elements. Both works excellently
portray the complementary pair’s passionate love for one another by
contrasting Marie and Pierre’s reserved former selves to the way they come
alive when their stories (and laboratories) intertwine. However, the passage of
time provided Lauren Redniss with many more stories from the “fallout” of
Marie’s research. Redniss interjects these stories throughout her entire work.
One major focus of the graphic novel is nuclear warfare and harmful
radiation. Madame Curie was released two years before the dropping of the first
wartime atomic bomb. The movie never mentions this dark side of Marie’s
research because it had not fully entered the broader story at that point.
Redniss, by contrast, has the obligation to include the atomic bombs in her
story, because that became one of the biggest impacts of the Curies’ research.
In the graphic novel, the moment Marie discovers radioactive decay, Redniss
quotes “I coined the word radioactivity” (46-47). In the movie, the moment of
discovery is a moment of undoubted triumph and progress. However,
because Redniss has the benefit of hindsight, she reveals the complexity of
such a groundbreaking discovery by placing that quote over a two-page image
of a nuclear warhead test detonation. After this point, Redniss often breaks
from the Curies’ story to share highly specific accounts that together point to
the greater narrative. She includes an interview from a woman who was a
teenager in Hiroshima during the first nuclear blast. She notes the birth of
Oppenheimer who would become a physicist to work on the Manhattan
Project. She shares images of beautiful mutant roses from the nuclear reactor
meltdown area in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, directly interrupting an essential
point in Marie’s story: her husband’s death. Another example of an
interjection topic is the rise of Spiritualism, whose origin can be largely
attributed to the mysterious nature of the radioactive atoms in Marie’s work.
Charlotte Bigg, an author and reviewer in scientific literature, comments on
Redniss’s ability to steadily make these topical transitions without a major
tone shift, saying “Redniss’s characteristically sober and evenhanded
treatment of all the facets of her story makes for a subtle, differentiated
history of nuclear research and its applications into the twenty-first century”
(Bigg 179). Radioactive presents a unique take on nuclear history by smoothly
intertwining Marie’s story with the bigger picture. When compared to the
movie Madame Curie, the graphic novel tells not a different story, but a
broader one.
Radioactive seeks to place Marie Curie’s story in the broader historical
and scientific context, which creates a large difference in tone when
compared to Madame Curie. Both the movie and the novel emphasize the
mysterious nature of the Curies’ research. However, the movie portrays
radioactivity as a sort of treasure locked away in seven tons of pitch blend,
while the novel gives this unknown entity a haunting effect. The movie
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depicts a beaming jewel (smudge) as Marie and Pierre gaze at their work
triumphantly in the dark. The only hint that there could be terrible or
dangerous forces hidden in their work lies in a brief scene where Marie visits
the doctor about burns on her hands. He recommends that she stop her
work, because “It is not impossible that [the burns] might develop into a
cancerous nature” (LeRoy). However, Pierre and Marie overcome their fear
by discussing and taking extra precautions, and the destructive effects of
Marie’s radiation are never discussed again. On the other hand, because of
Redniss’s repeated interjections, radioactivity takes on a darker, more
mysterious tone. The graphic novel makes clear that it eats away at Marie and
anyone who has prolonged exposure to it. Descriptions of deteriorating
jawbones and images of sterile roses are but a couple of the many examples
Redniss provides. Having collected many of the pieces – cancer, Spiritualism,
and nuclear warfare – it is no wonder why Redniss employs a much darker
tone than what is in the 1943 film, and why her illustrations can be offputting or haunting. Bigg compares her style to a fairy-tale because it has a
“somber, even chilling dimension,” yet the work is nonetheless “supported
with extensive quotations from interview and reproductions of original
documents,” so the reader should not underestimate the book’s accuracy
(Bigg 179). Lapsed time has shown how the discovery of radioactivity
influenced many broken pieces of human history. In 1943, Madame Curie did
not have this greater perspective of what would come; the “fallout” of the
research had not yet fully arrived. Thus, the movie and the novel show a stark
contrast in focus and tone.
One area in which both Radioactive and Madame Curie are quite similar
is their portrayal of Marie, in her heroism and her love for Pierre. One might
think, through all the nuclear catastrophe highlighted in Radioactive, that
Redniss would see Curie as less of a hero and more of the unintentional
beginning for many world problems. However, the book still portrays Curie
in a similar light to the movie. Marie worked tirelessly to achieve scientific
progress, and she overcame. The movie ends with applause celebrating one of
Curie’s speeches later in life. The novel emphasizes the high honors she
achieved, including being the first woman to win a Nobel prize, and being the
first human to win it twice. Both Radioactive and Marie Curie portray Marie as a
conqueror, and as someone who is rightly admired.
Some might even say that Radioactive portrays Marie in a better light
because Redniss has hindsight on the woman-scientist stereotypes we see in
popular media. Alberto Elena, an instructor of film at the Autonomous
University of Madrid, challenges the Madame Curie by writing, “The film’s
viewpoint, like that of the biography on which it is based, is consistently one
of surprise at the phenomenon of a woman scientist. Echoing the way Eve
Curie shows the first meeting and growing attraction between her parents, the
film asserts Pierre’s surprise at finding a competent colleague who is also a

30

woman” (Elena 275). This critic also notes several scenes in which Madame
Curie depicts Marie in dependence to her husband and conforming to family
molds (275-276). They continue to say that the film “might be seen as simply
a reflection of the age in which it was made,” but since then “the cinema has
insisted on reaffirming the validity of these values: half a century later, film
after film asserts the same view of women in science” (276). However, while
Madame Curie may slip into some unfortunate stereotypes, I believe it strongly
conveys Marie’s outstanding qualities as a scientist, not despite her
womanhood, but alongside that fact. Both the film and the book tell Marie and
Pierre’s love story in such a way that neither takes the forefront. They are a
complimentary pair, a passionate yet functional relationship. If anything,
Pierre is the one who follows Marie after her own successes and dreams.
While, yes, Radioactive has a natural advantage at speaking to the modern
audience, Madame Curie also successfully portrays a woman scientist who
breaks the mold.
The passage of time naturally requires that the same stories be told in
new and fresh ways. Marie Curie’s biography has been shared many times and
been set in numerous contexts and mediums. Thus, Redniss’s extreme stylistic
and literary decisions make her graphic novel stand out among the many
accounts of Marie Curie and among the nuclear historical records. One reader
describes it as “an astonishingly fresh account of this often clichéd story of
love and science by giving a lot of space to quotations from original source
materials and framing them in a poetic but effective narrative” (Bigg 179).
Another reviewer notes, “More than half a century after the detonation of Fat
Man, Lauren Redniss has used art to reconcile [parts of] radioactivity’s
emotional history through a restaging of Marie Curie’s biography” (Shell 176).
“Restaging” is a wonderful word to describe the discrepancies between
Madame Curie and Radioactive, namely in that Redniss has restaged this longtold-tale to creatively incorporate the most recent developments. Without
such artistic reframing, there would be no reason to write a retelling any story.
History is complex. There are multiplies perspectives to each and every story.
The passage of time impacts people’s biographies even after their death, just
as the consequences of our own actions will ripple into future generations.
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HOW TO READ A POEM
Lizzie O’Connor
Who Cares?
It was 2:48 in the morning, and my bathroom mat was the only thing between
me and the tile of my suite’s bathroom. Not the classiest place to be wooed
by poetry, but you do what you must when your roommate needs her sleep. I
was on the phone with my boyfriend, and I was reading him a poem I had
just written. Surprisingly enough, this is not the first time I’ve sat on this same
bathmat, gray and unexpectedly comfortable, and read poetry aloud. There is
just something special about poetry read in hushed whispers when the rest of
the world is asleep. The Best American Poetry 2021 was the subject of our last
late-night poetry reading. Only my favorites, of course, I do not have the lung
capacity to read the entire collection aloud in one sitting. This is great and all,
but why should you care? Poems have power, you just must let them show
that power. Poetry can connect people or spark a better connection within
oneself. Experience poetry, really give it a chance, and you might just see
what I mean.
You wouldn’t sleep at a rock concert
Now that you know a bit about why to read poetry, (at least enough that
you’ve kept reading) let’s get into how to do it most effectively. One of the
most important things for me when reading poetry is the environment, I’m
reading it in, especially the first time. I know this has seemingly nothing to do
with the actual poems, but if you’re in an improper setting, you have stopped
the poem before it has even begun. You wouldn’t sleep at a rock concert (I’d
hope). You wouldn’t do homework while your friend is trying to tell you
about their parent’s divorce (I would really hope this time). And this is not to
make unrelated accusations, but some things are done better with no
distractions. Poems are not made to be read while doing other things. They
are not written to be consumed in fleeting moments or chaotic in-betweens.
Poems are meant to be savored, to be digested completely. Poems
should be read in corner booths of coffee shops and the comfy chairs on the
first floor of libraries. Poems should be read in your bed, your personal space,
but only when the lights are dimmed. Poems should be whispered to the
people closest to you. Poems should be read when it is raining outside and
you can hear the droplets hit your window. They should be read in the
comfortable silence between your classes when you sit on a padded bench
and sip the latte you grabbed right as you ran out the door. Poems should be
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read on Tuesdays and calm Sunday mornings. They should be read right
before bed when we are most open to intimacy. Call me crazy, or pretentious,
but some things need to be experienced, not just read.
When the poem speaks, listen
You may be telling me, “That’s obvious,” and you may be right, but this is
something worth mentioning. Years of English class have taught us the
importance of analyzing. In lots of different forms of work, analysis can be
incredibly helpful, but poetry is not always one. Diving into the poem and
reading into the lines can be beneficial, but one does not want to get so lost in
the specifics that they forget the big picture. Sometimes you are told that it is
“A Love Poem that Ends at Popeyes” (like in the poem by Destiny O.
Birdsong) and it is just that. You might learn why, and you may learn what the
author ate, but at its core, it is just as the title described. And the title is not
always all-telling, but what’s important is listening to what is said at surface
level before diving into what it may mean. There is a balance that must be
found between being so detail oriented that you lose the big picture and never
looking for more than just the words on the page. Try not to drift too close to
either extreme, but balance, like most things, comes with practice.
It’s the 21st century, Google it
I’m not messing with you. Sometimes, poems will use words like “ephemeral”
or “thermocline” and not all of us are avid Words With Friends users. It may
seem small but knowing what specifics words mean could very well help your
view of the poem. This can also be said for specific dates, phrases, or people
that we aren’t familiar with. Poets use certain words or references for a
reason, so doing a simple Google search can help do justice to the poem.
Even if you must use Bing, understanding the poem is worth the minor
heartache.
So what?
What I’m really trying to tell you is that you must give the poem a chance. I
guess you don’t have to, but if you want to read, to really experience a poem,
you do. You have the tools, now you just must go out and find poetry that
you fall in love with. Find the poems that get you thinking, the kind that you
can’t get out of your head, and the kind so moving that you have to share
them, even if it’s on a bathmat as night seeps into early morning.
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LOVE
Lizzie O’Connor
I love you on a Tuesday afternoon when there is no particular reason for my
affection
I love that Dunkin’s coffee is never quite the same
I love the way that bad things can still have pleasant aftertastes
I love stickers, despite my indecision on where they best belong
I love the rain and when it makes itself known unapologetically against every
available windowpane
I love books that one can never seem to put down
I love that someone can mean everything, and then nothing. Or maybe I
don’t, I have yet to reach a final verdict
I love people with obscure favorite animals
I love when a new city starts to feel like home
I love dancing
I love that people share at least 40% of our DNA with bananas
I love that people can heal, I love that I have
I love people with tattoos
I love how easy it is to romanticize life when you’re in a coffee shop I love
study dates that never end in studying
I love that you are only a bus ride away
I love that otters hold hands when they swim
I love that I have best friends out there that I have never met yet
I love children and their brutal honesty
I love poetry and the way it makes me feel
I love Valentine’s Day, even if it’s “just commercializing love” I love sporks
I love the kind of people that love sporks
I love that people sometimes stay
I love when McDonald’s ice cream machine is working on late summer nights
I love blankets when it’s cold
I love that math is always the same
I love that we could all be seeing colors differently and have no idea
I love photos of impossibly small cats next to large objects to draw attention
to how small the cats really are
I love how quickly we can make someone’s day
I love dinosaur chicken nuggets
I love that there are songs that make me think of memories
I love mushrooms
I love that dandelions are technically weeds
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I love people with nose rings
I love that any given day we could wake up and decide to completely change
paths I love Michelle, my fist ever therapist
I love cat cafes
I love that gay marriage is legal
I love homework at ungodly hours of the night for no particular reason
I love stamps, and when the post office has lots of options
I love paper mail
I love Minecraft bees
I love that there are things that other people have taught me to love
I love that my brother still calls
I love shirts that are three sizes too big that clearly are not meant for me.
“Worlds best grandpa.” “Amy’s 30th birthday bash.”
I love that none of my mugs match
I love praying, even if I’m not sure who I’m praying to anymore
I love the things that go poetically unsaid
I love the people that joke about their trauma because sometimes that’s all
you can do I love the feeling of coming home, wherever that may be
I love the impulsive need for change
I love that I can have a new hair color each month
I love that each day is technically new
I love the hours of the night when people are most honest
I love that babies know nothing
I love people who take an abundance of naps
I love that I sleep best when you’re around
I love that despite it all, the planet beneath our feet keeps turning
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i wonder if i’ll go to hell
Mya Tran
I drop my jaw to the floor and my mother
reaches in and pulls out my heart. She weighs it on the scales of Anubis,
against a
feather pure as snow. There’s a dog
at his feet and it slobbers,
hunger dripping from its jaws in thin
filaments, glinting
in dim firelight.
My heart is
heavy and black and soaked through
with oil and tar
and the feather is everything but.
When I was eight,
I packed a suitcase full of books
and shirts and ran away. I only
made it as far as the top of my driveway before I remembered my pets,
cried,
and turned back. We had a
holly bush in our backyard and I remember waiting, spring
after spring, for it to bloom. Holly bushes, I’ve since learned,
don’t bloom.
When I was eighteen, I packed a
suitcase full of books and shirts and ran away. I texted my mother from the
car and
told her I wouldn’t be back until
she got her act together.
The dog slobbers. Hungrily.
The scales start to tip.
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my mother and my bones
Mya Tran

in my dreams,
my mother pries my teeth from my gums and plays the Swan Lake theme on
them like a piano.
she pulls the spine from my back
and uses my tendons
to make it sing pretty, perfect melodies.
my mother learned the piano after i did and she did it better.
my mother started weight lifting after i did and she did it better.
my mother took school projects out of my hands and she did them better.
my mother started everything after i did
and she always did it better.
in my dreams
my mother takes the bones from my fingers and polishes them an impossible
white.
it’s whiter than i could ever get them.
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my therapist said i have issues being vulnerable
Mya Tran

i love poetry. no question, i’m a fucking english major. i love poetry, love how
poets crack their skulls open and let us lay on their minds like worn down
couches in an old woman’s home.
i love poetry, love that some poems are meant to be read, the pretty words are
meant to paint pretty pictures, the poets put that comma there for a reason so
you pay attention to the pause. Em dash split sentences in two so you feel a
bullet shatter through your bones.
i love poems that are meant to be read aloud: poems meant to be
performances i’ve heard poems read and thought that there should be
fireworks at the end i love when poets read out loud and the audience has to
take a moment of silence, that single beat where the silence swallows the
room like a pill before the applause breaks out
my best friend read me a poem he wrote once and i fell in love for three long
years, my tinder match asked if i could read their poem and i googled where
to buy engagement rings, i’ve read poems and become obsessed with the way
they taste to my eyes,
John Keats said, “think/Till love and fame to nothingness do sink.”.
Percy Shelley said, “I can give not what men call love”.
Justice Ameer said, “they reckon God looked/at the image of herself/and
called it Adam”. Walt Whitman said, “Be not afraid of my body”.
and i listened to a man wearing sneakers, cleaner than they had any damn
right to be, read poetry and i trembled and fell to my knees and asked him to
forgive me for my sins our father who art in heaven hallowed be thy name
i am a poet and i’m afraid to crack open my skull and let you make a home in
it.
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DELIVERED…
Katie Marrs
It settles into my shaking hands - my one line of connection over the short
distance that created the disconnect between my life and theirs, all those
months ago. My fingers begin forming the words my mouth cannot as the
screen lights up with my worst fear but my greatest obstacle. My hands are
suddenly tiny compared to the 6 by 3 by 0.3-inch rectangle resting within
them. 8 ounces has never felt so heavy. But tonight is different. The weight of
the words displayed atop the glass is much greater than I had anticipated.
The distance between us was no longer strictly literal. Yeah, I had moved
away 6 months ago, but two hours wasn’t very far. And our problems were
now much bigger than living a little farther apart than we’d originally
envisioned. They didn’t know me anymore, and maybe they didn’t know me
then either. But at this point, I had finally embraced myself and all the scary
parts that came along with that. Truthfully, I just didn’t want the distance to
be as vast anymore.
Coming out is never easy. I always hoped there would be a “right”
time to do it. I never knew when it would come along exactly, but I just
expected it to somehow. It’s like when you’re procrastinating an assignment
or a chore - somewhere along the line there’s a time when you realize it’s time
to finally get it over with. And despite the fact that the time never truly came
for this instance, I knew it needed to be done sooner, rather than later. It was
never going to be easy, but the inevitability was inescapable. And somewhere
along the way, the pain had become greater than the fear. It was all I could
think about.
“What if I start crying in public?” I ask the question cautiously, as I
copy the message from my notes and fill it into the tiny text box within the
Messages app. I’m not sure if this is the place to finally hit send. She quickly
reassures me that if that did happen, she’d do what she could to get me out of
that situation. My confidence levels are still low. The “what ifs” are flying
frantically within the small space contained by my skull. I decide that this is a
question for my spinner app (the app I use to make all of my difficult
decisions). I send the question out telepathically to the tiny spinner in the
center of the screen. “Should I tell them tonight?” I flick my finger so that the
wheel begins to spin. As it slows, it’s clear what the answer is. The small
arrow at the side of the spinner points to the suddenly terrifying word, “yes”.
I never imagined I would’ve been telling them, especially not so
suddenly. It was always something I thought I could run away from. I thought
maybe if I hid it well enough and convinced other people, I’d convince myself
of it too. It took a long time to come to terms with, but I knew I couldn’t let
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myself hide from my own happiness. And if happiness was being myself, it
was a sacrifice I had to make. Once I’d accepted myself though, the bigger
monster was the fear of other people not doing the same. After some time, it
became suffocating. I needed to let it out, or I was going to explode. I told
the people I knew I could trust, but the people I wasn’t sure about, my
parents for instance, were the scariest. But, like I said, the pain was now
greater than the fear. And the people who did know were hopeful that
everything would turn out okay. I mean even the universe (or so I like to
think) was encouraging me to do it.
The trepidation hasn’t magically disappeared after spinning the
wheel. I still, in the back of my mind, want some sort of ethereal sign that
tonight is the night. As you might imagine though, that sign isn’t about to just
appear. “So should I do it?” The question slipped out of my mouth. I notice
her raise her eyebrows at me before she says, “You know I can’t tell you
that.”
She’s right. I knew she wouldn’t be able to answer the question, but I
couldn’t stop myself from asking anyway. My phone sits on the tabletop in
front of me, and my finger keeps shakily floating toward the dreadful blue
button - but each time I quickly jerk it away before it comes into contact with
the glass. My eyes shoot in her direction each time, as she shakes her head
with fear. I do it once more, but this time I don’t pull away. My finger hits the
screen, and I quickly slide my phone across the table, as far away from my
sight as possible.
I still can’t believe I did it. Ever since then I keep having these tiny
epiphanies about the fact that it’s done. There was no taking it back after I
pushed that button. Just pressing it and finally letting go was the hardest part.
Years of repression were suddenly out in the open, and in the moment, I
really didn’t know how to deal with it. I never really considered what the
anticipation of waiting for a response would be like, but it was much more
terrifying than I think I ever could have envisioned.
An hour and a half passes and I’ve been constantly checking whether
or not the tiny text reading “delivered” under the message has switched to
“read”. We’re sitting in my car in the parking lot now, and I decide to check
once more. My heart drops as I notice the text now says that my mother has
seen the message, which means that she’s reading the letter I left for them last
month. Time continues to pass and there’s still no response. It has been
nearly 20 minutes and there’s nothing but silence traveling the distance
between us. All of the sudden my phone begins to buzz and Keali tells me
not to freak out.
It’s my brother. Somehow the fact that he’s calling instead of my
mother doesn’t feel quite right to me. My emotions are instantly at an all time
high. I answer the phone with a quivering voice. He tells me that our mom
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called him and told him about my letter. A single word escapes my mouth.
“Yeah?” He says, “I just wanted to call you and tell you I love you.”
Tears suddenly pour from my eyes as I struggle to reply. There’s
silence on the other end, as Keali prompts me to ask what else my mom said.
Through the shake in my voice I get the words out. He tells me that she asked
about God, and he told her that He loves everyone, regardless of who they
are. He then says that he told her it’s my choice and my life - there’s nothing
any of them can do about it. I cringe at his chosen words.
It’s only been a week since it happened. Somehow one of the most
impactful events of my life only happened days ago. It feels like I’ve lived
years of my life in an amount of time that is realistically incredibly short. Who
I was before I told them, isn’t the exact same person I am now, and it isn’t
who I’ll be after I see them this weekend either. I don’t mean that I’ve literally
changed, but I’ve grown, for better or for worse.
The call with my brother wasn’t long. I found myself hanging up
within two minutes. As soon as the red button has been pressed, I fall into
Keali’s arms in an eruption of tears. A few minutes pass, and I finally feel
calm enough to begin sitting up in my seat. Frustration was now crossing my
mind. Questions begin arising subconsciously. How could she just not
respond? Was it really that terrifying for her to hear? My phone promptly
lights up with a text message, and relief washes over my body like a wave
crashing on the shore.
It was over, and I was somehow okay. The distance was still there
but not as heartbreaking as before. The dark cloud that had been hanging
over my head constantly for the past few months had dissipated. The mask
suffocating me was suddenly freed from my face. And the enormously heavy
weight that had been resting on my shoulders had been lifted. I was finally
free. I’ll never know what the future holds, but for once, I’m finally hopeful
for it.
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LEARNING TO MAKE LEMONADE
Timio Harris
I had exactly one day to learn how to cook, do laundry, wash dishes, buy
groceries, and navigate in a town where I was all alone. I knew no one there
and nothing about where I was at. I only had one day to learn everything my
mom taught me. It was one day before life dumped all its lemons on me.
Although I never had lemons before, I would quickly learn to make
lemonade. The saying when life gives you lemons, make lemonade couldn’t
apply more to this situation I faced. There I was in a weird place at the worst
of times having no experience in cooking, hardly any in shopping, NONE
whatsoever in washing clothes in a public laundry (which was scary), no
driver’s license, and no phone. I was all on my own. Life gave me a lot of
lemons that day with a mom who was diagnosed with stage three ovarian
cancer. I just chose to make lemonade.
I previously said I never had lemons before. That's true literally as
well as figuratively because I had never faced a situation quite like this one.
This wasn’t another health issue; it was MY mom that got cancer. It was MY
mom that was only given one year to live. They said they couldn’t guarantee
that chemotherapy would shrink the tumor. My mother thought if it was her
time to die, there was no point in fighting death. Even when the doctors at
the Mayo Clinic started the surgery, complications arose. The main doctor
was one of four people in the entire country that could perform this. She had
originally said that she would take breaks with other doctors to gain rest from
the complexity and longevity of the surgery. However, the doctor ended up
staying the entire time because it was much worse than she thought.
There didn’t seem to be any point prolonging suffering. The whole
thing was somehow surreal and yet so real at the same time. Surreal because it
happened out of the blue, yet so real because there I was in a hotel close to
the Mayo Clinic taking care of myself and checking on my mom. The roles
had reversed. When I was a baby, I had to be rushed to the ER. They thought
I went into anaphylactic shock. My mom took care of me and now it was time
I took care of her. After having her 10-hour surgery where she had to get a
full hysterectomy and was cut from the sternum to pelvis; ribs stretched back
like a rubber band by a machine in order for the doctors to remove the
peritoneal lining (the mucus membrane that covers virtually every organ);
diaphragm stripped; the omentum and about an inch of her intestines
removed; there wasn’t much she could do.
All the responsibilities fell on me. Dad was at work and mom was in
the hospital. If I didn’t buy and cook my own food, then I would have to go
without it. My severe food allergies wouldn’t allow me to stop by a restaurant
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or order takeout. I never had McDonald’s, Chick-fil-A, Pizza Hut, Burger
King or Dairy Queen – never even tasted ice cream. If I didn't wash my
clothes and learn how to use a public washer and dryer, I would either have to
wear dirty clothes or parade around naked through the streets (the second
one wasn’t really an option, but you get the point). I was forced into being an
adult.
Being heavily into music, naturally I packed both of my horns to play
them. The problem was I couldn't exactly play them in the hotel room or I’d
get some serious complaints from my temporary neighbors. Consequently,
my plan for 3 to 4 days ended up turning into 8 days and 7 nights that my
mom was in the hospital, and 13-14 days total that we spent in the hotel near
the Mayo Clinic.
Then there was of course one more lemon. My mom FaceTimed me
from the hospital bed. She was crying. I didn’t usually see her cry like that;
something was off. The doctors came into her room with hazmat-like suits
just like the ones they did for Covid. Apparently, the doctors said she showed
signs of a bacterial infection that was common in patients that have long
hospital stays. The disease was highly contagious. Because of this, the doctors
said I may not get to even visit or be in the same room as her. I would have
to stay away from her for much longer than we had planned.
Along with lemons, you need water to make lemonade to disperse
the sourness. With all the bitterness and sour taste in my spirit, I needed
something to water down all these things - something to take my mind off of
what was going on. Although I may have had to do mostly everything on my
own, in no way did I ever feel alone. Ironically enough, 2019 was the only
Christmas I didn’t get hardly any gifts. However, 2019 was by far my favorite
Christmas. It was the Christmas I was the most thankful for because
although my mother had to go into surgery, at least it was on the 26th of
December which meant I got to spend Christmas with my mother before she
would go into a 10-hour surgery to battle ovarian cancer. Not to be cliche but
I started for the first time to see what the “true meaning” of Christmas is
about. I didn’t get a gift, but I did get time.
Once the news spread that my mother was diagnosed with stage
three turning into stage four ovarian cancer, my church immediately started to
pray and to text to see if my mother and I were doing alright. During their
Christmas time they weren’t concerned about their gifts, they were concerned
about me and my mom. I got to see people come together and start what I
call a “prayer chain” and even fast for us. The prayer chain just means that
every hour someone is praying for you. For example, if person A prays at
1:00am then person B gets up at 2:00am to pray; then after they go to bed at
3:00am, the next person prays. They also started the type of fasting where
people don’t eat or drink. They went without because she was without.
Others offered to drive me places while my mom was going through
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chemotherapy, and some even said I could stay at their house if I ever needed
to. Our pastor even drove 9 hours nonstop and missed Christmas with his
family in order to be there for my mother. He missed Christmas with his
family and drove 9 hours to be with mine. In response, I began to open up
more to people I would have previously overlooked because they opened up
their cars, homes, and schedules for me. I felt better than I ever did during
any Christmas break knowing that they cared so much for us and gave us a
gift greater than anything tangible.
Coincidentally, while I was visiting mom in the hospital, she told me
that one of the people in our church said I could call him any time and we
could talk basically about anything. I used to hate phones (phones were
another lemon for me). I used to hate talking on them because I didn’t know
what to say. Considering this makes it extra special that the phone (something
I hated) became something I love. I was starved to socialize. An introvert that
was starved to talk to other people, now imagine that. I began texting some of
my mom friends, then progressed toward talking to the fact that I spent hours
talking with different people from my church who kindly offered to keep me
company over the phone. They knew it could be hard not only for the
patient, but also for the people they are close to as well. We talked about
EVERYTHING! It was some of the most fun and meaningful times I ever
had. One of the most peculiar things was that the guy who really stayed on
the phone with me the longest, I didn’t really know him. I only knew of him
and thought he was a really great singer and play writer for our church; but I
never really knew him. I almost took him and a lot of others for granted.
Now these people are some of my best friends; and I’ve never been more
appreciative in my life of the small things my family does for me. Thankfully I
was handed something I wasn’t familiar with and put in situations that had a
bitter sting to them. The people in my church cared for us and helped to
water down that sour taste of all life's lemons.
Lemonade without sugar is just plain lemon water. Although it has
medicinal properties, it’s just something about adding a little bit of sugar to
help the medicine go down as Mary Poppins would say. There were some
good and some bad things that happened during this time. Then there was
the sugar! The things that didn’t have to happen but did. They blew my mind,
lifted my spirits, and made what would have been a sour experience oh so
sweet.
First was my perspective on taking care of myself. To me it wasn’t
that I had to do all this by myself, I saw the glass as half full. I was
independent now. I didn’t look at it as something bad, on the contrary I
looked at it like I had little missions that I had to accomplish: checking on
mom, buying groceries, doing laundry. I started having fun being so focused.
I felt accomplished, not defeated.
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The second one showed up when I checked on my mom. I came into
the room shortly after she was conscious enough to answer questions. The
question was asked to my mom “how much pain are you in on a scale of one
to ten?” Now normally anyone that has been cut from sternum (chest) to
pelvis, had their ribs pulled and stretched back by a machine in order to
remove the peritoneal lining that lines most of your organs, diaphragm
stripped, the omentum and about an inch of her intestines removed over the
course of a 10-hour surgery would probably say any number above a 5; but
she responded with 2! The nurse and I were confused. We asked her again.
She said the same thing. With no narcotics and no other pain medicine, she
wasn’t in any kind of pain. She said she only felt a little nauseous from the
anesthesia. Additionally, she ended up not having to have a colostomy
(permanent nor temporary) as originally prescribed.
The last sugar cube that popped up was when the hotel granted me
an entire ball room to myself (free of charge) because it would be difficult to
practice in the hotel room. I got to go in a secret elevator (only employees
were allowed in) and into what felt like my own secret chamber (the
ballroom) to accomplish another mission. This ballroom came in handy
because that’s where I was able to play my horns for my mom after she
FaceTimed me about the bacterial infection that could have isolated me from
my mom, keeping her in the hospital much longer. The thought came to my
mind to play for her. I picked up my horn and began playing an old gospel
song that we sang as a choir, “All in His Hands”, along with some other
songs. She cried and told me she felt like a healing touch had come upon her
when I played. Minutes later she called me back with joyful news that she
didn’t have the bacterial infection. I personally believe I had something to do
with helping to heal her body. Regardless of if my playing was a contributor
or not, the greater healing was the healing in her spirit. While I wasn’t
practicing at home and mom wasn’t feeling the best she had felt, I was able to
take what I had and make something good out of it. Turns out that that good
helped heal my mom. Thinking back, making lemonade wasn’t really that
hard. One can’t always focus on what they don’t have, you’ve got to use and
acknowledge what you do have. Use what you’ve got no matter how small or
insignificant it may seem. Who knew playing my horns would play a part in
healing? Even though I didn’t think of myself as someone that could heal
people, it increased my confidence knowing that I made a difference in
someone’s life.
In conclusion, to make lemonade you need lemons. Unfortunately,
lemons are really sour and bitter like when my mother was diagnosed with
cancer and when the complications of her surgery and chemotherapy arose.
Sequentially you start with something sour like lemons, but with a few extra
ingredients it comes out sweet like lemonade. You can’t just look at the bitter.
Lemonade isn’t just lemons. You have to acknowledge the things that water
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down and disperse that bitterness; like how my church came together for me
which helped change me into a more social and open person. It watered
down the sour taste like the water in lemonade. Sugar isn’t required but it
does make it better. What made everything well worth it and put the cherry
on the top of the cake was the little blessings along the way. Like the way my
mom’s pain only went to a 2 out of a scale of 1-10 with no narcotics after a
10-hour surgery. Or the way that I helped heal my mother by playing my
horns and was able to see her again. Although life gave me something bad, I
was able to turn it into something good because I was able to focus on what I
had. In doing so I gained experience, connections, and growth that were far
greater than the initial pain of potentially losing my mother.
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A MAZE OF THOUGHTS
Paul Signorelli
The loneliness of space, a concept that scares my brother and I every day.
The universe we call home is one of many wonders. Bright and vibrant
planets full of life and warmth; cold and ominous moons keeping an eye on
the careless. Elegant rings of gold and crimson that blanket the planets. And
the stars, each one possessing incredible energy and beauty from afar. My
brother and I don’t enjoy playing games with one another, this is because one
of us will get mad and accidentally hurl an asteroid into a planet. A most
sincere apology to the dinosaurs by the way. We prefer to just observe from
afar. There is a certain entertainment factor about watching humans, so small
and insignificant, yet so smart and intuitive. As the humans like to gaze up at
the sky, we stare right back at them. Earth is the most interesting place to
observe, all the war and bloodshed is truly amusing. Sometimes they will set
off a particle explosion, better known as a nuclear bomb. What beauty, the
pureness of the bomb; so bright and full of energy and yet willing death and
destruction upon its innocent victims. My brother and I enjoy the same effect
ourselves, summoning uranium and making atoms dance; this immaturity has
come to an end for us though. As society progressed into its more mature
stages, my brother and I got bored of watching them. There was no war
anymore, only the low rumbling of machines and sentient beings. We had
spent millennium watching them and now they serve no interest to us.
Anth and I turn to the beyond, wondering if the balls of light we
examined before were still there. To our amazement, many of the lights had
burned out. Before our own eyes, the sky was becoming darker and lonelier.
The pockets of space time that I wished to explore were gone forever. The
fabric of space and time, expanding at a rate faster than the speed of light.
With this, all the matter in the universe is pushed away from one another.
Theis force is not one of good or evil, it is simply the way of the universe.
More and more stars disappeared and the more alone we felt.
One morning, Anth and I sensed something strange. It wasn’t
another asteroid to play with no; it was much smaller, much heavier. I could
already feel its gravitational presence. A black hole was hunting, and we were
in its wake.
My brother knew what was happening because it had happened to us
many times before. Our perfect little universe starts to pick up speed, planets
fly by like a car passing on the highway. Each speck of matter is forced
towards the void. My brother and I catch up to the sun; its energy is being
pulled from it as its light begins to dwindle. The literal fire burning within the
star is ripped from its being. The faster the planets get to the speed of light,
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the more spectacular the universe looks. Every star behind us looks like a
streak across our vision. We are aboard the starship enterprise and we just hit
lightspeed. Fractions of seconds last decades, the planets start to form
unusual shapes as the fabric of space is literally stretching, ripping, tearing at
the seams of physics. Within an instant, all the planets stretch to an infinite
length and contract into an atomic sized ball.
We are now beyond the horizon line, there is no more escape. Even
light photons can’t find its way out of the maze of immense gravity. The
inside of the black hole is truly something spectacular. Pieces of matter
transform into pure forms of energy, all that excitement rushes into the center
where the brightest, most concentrated being resides. The middle of a black
hole has no force, because all the matter is being pulled in separate directions.
The center of the strongest universal phenomenon presides a void of force.
The remorse of our universe is only momentary, we now have an
opportunity to explore this realm of the beyond. Anth grabs a ball of energy
and tosses it to me. It feels heavy as it wants to return to the center, the
feeling of warmth from the ball is like wearing gloves on a cold winter’s night.
As we get better at tossing the ball, the energy twists and turns. The particles
start to unsettle and change stature. The now hawking radiation has a mind of
its own, it bounces off walls and zooms in and out of the void. “Finally”, said
Anth, “we can get out of this prison of physics”. This particle is the golden
snitch of our quidditch game, and we are about to win big. An explosion is a
very unjust way of describing the release of this much energy. The pure
energy turns back into matter as a force of attraction becomes a push in all
directions. My brother and I surf on the wave of energy letting it take us to
the ends of the universe. As energy slows, it forms into galaxies. Each one
with its own little planet like earth. The fabric of spacetime is expanding so
fast that time does not exist beyond that point, we follow it to the edge. As
we enter the final frontier, there is nothing. The universe is one big globe,
expanding into more and more magical proportions until the globe gets too
big and it breaks. There is no matter, there is no space, no time, nothing. Just
me and my brother existing above it all. There is no god complex though. We
don’t know if we are moving because there is no reference of space or time.
There is no proof that we exist at all, light dissent exists nor sound. There is
no other presence to feel without feelings itself. My brother and I are
hopelessly lost in an ocean of nothing, and the life raft can’t exist.
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THE UNIVERSE IN A PAPER SHEET
Lorenzo Tassi
Jocelyn Bell: Main character, she is a student with a brilliant mind on a
studentship.
Mary: Jocelyn’s friend, she’s on the same studentship as Bell.
Professor Hewish: Professor of both Jocelyn and Mary, leader of the project.
The radio telescope had started working only two years ago, and Jocelyn Bell was in the
room analyzing the data received by it with her friend Mary.
MARY. I still can’t believe that we managed to build this telescope in only a
couple of months. Look how big it is! You can’t even see the end.
BELL. Yes, but I don’t know if you remember all the work that we had to go
through. That’s definitely not why I chose a career in astrophysics. It almost
feels like I got my thesis in sledgehammering.
MARY. I know what you mean. But look at it from the bright side, at least
now you are in charge of studying all the frequencies that we receive from
space.
BELL. Oh yes! You mean the kilometers of datas registered on this long
stream of paper that look the same everyday? Very exciting!
MARY. Oh come on Jocelyn, we both know you love what you do, and think
about it this way. If we discover that somewhere in outer space there are
some little green men sending frequencies to the earth to signal the planet
Earth, you’ll be the first to know.
BELL. That is true, thank you Mary for comforting me. (Bell begins to examine
the long stream of paper) Hey, now that you make me think about it, I’ve already
seen this “scruff”. It is a methodical succession of pulses spaced 1.3 seconds
away from each other. It actually might be little green aliens...
A few months later Jocelyn and Mary are in the same room and Bell discovers
more rhythmical signals that bring to an even bigger discovery.
BELL. Mary! Mary! Hurry up! You need to see this.
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MARY. I’m coming, I’m coming, there’s no need for screaming. What can
you have discovered so important on a paper sheet?
BELL. Look! There it is another rhythmical signal here, just like the ones we
found a couple of weeks ago, and it comes from a complete different region
of the space. Go call Hewish! Hurry!
MARY. Ok I’m going! Before leaving the room she looked at Jocelyn and jokingly said.
Well at least we can say that there are no green little aliens out there, this is a
relief.
A few minutes later Mary comes back with professor Hewish.
HEWISH. What is it Bell?
BELL. Look here professor, we found another one. I believe there is
definitely a pattern here, and these frequencies mean something more than
just random signals from space.
HEWISH. Then what do you think it is?
BELL. I believe it’s a new body that we don’t know of yet. I believe it is a
really dense star, highly magnetized, that sends signals to the earth when the
emission of radiation points toward the earth.
HEWISH. Do you know what you’re saying, Bell?
BELL. Yes it’s a great discovery
HEWISH. You’re telling me that you believe we just discovered a new
celestial body that can be observed only through frequency?
MARY. Yes, it must be a small body then. Probably much smaller than a
moon.
BELL. Yes, but dense enough to send frequency to earth from a great
distance.
HEWISH. This is madness.
MARY. I know it sounds like it is, but Jocelyn worked on this for so long, if
someone knows what is going on right now, it is her.
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HEWISH. Are you calling me incompetent Mary? I have to remind you that
you two are just students and I’m the professor here.
MARY: No sir, I would never say something like this, but Jocelyn spent
almost every day of her life in this room studying these frequencies. She even
risked her marriage to observe the universe through a sheet of paper.
HEWISH. I guess you’re right. Ok I’ll put a team to work on this, and I will
be a part of it.
Meanwhile Jocelyn was too focused on the consequences of that discovery to listen to those
two.
BELL. Talking to herself in a whisper If the spam between these frequencies is
this short it means that the body needs to be extremely small.
It only took a few months for the team to discover that those frequencies were
quasars. Only a few days after the discovery a journalist had the honor to call this new body
a “pulsar”. Within a few months with the help of Thomas Gold (a scientist from CalTech)
and of Zwicky and Baade, it was discovered that the pulsar was a neutron star, which can
be seen as the tombstone of a death giant star, which too big to die quietly as a white dwarf,
tore itself apart in a brilliant explosion called Supernova.
The Nobel prize for the discovery was never assigned to Jocelyn Bell, but was
sadly stolen from her by her professor Hewish. Despite this sad event, Bell remained humble
and passionate about physics and astronomy. Her name now stands in the good company of
all the most brilliant minds of the XX century.
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MY SECOND HOME
Larisa Slesers
Latvia: a small, beautiful country with the richest history lies just West of
Russia, yet some people have never even heard of it.
I know how important my Latvian heritage is to my family, so I know
I don’t have much of a choice as to whether I participate in my culture. Both
sets of grandparents as well as my parents all speak fluent Latvian, therefore, I
speak Latvian as well. My parents raised me with the intention of Latvian
being my first language and they accomplished their goal. After all, my first
word as a baby was “meness” which translates to “moon” in English.
Unlike most kids, I attended a Latvian Immersion preschool in
downtown Chicago, as opposed to the standard preschool that was one block
away from my house that all the other neighborhood kids went to. Without
even knowing it, I was already starting my schooling experience differently
than everyone else. At the Latvian Immersion preschool we only spoke
Latvian which made it harder to learn English. This was all good and great
until I finished preschool and it was time to go to kindergarten. At this age,
my English was not great. I rarely raised my hand and only answered
questions if I was randomly called on. I was the shy girl who felt insecure
because she was different.
While everyone else began pulling ahead, I felt like I was being left
behind. I mean that is not a shocker considering I had never been exposed to
school taught in English. I was surprised that I still made close friends even
though I sometimes struggled to come up with the right words in English.
Looking back on my elementary school years, I am glad I struggled then,
versus now. Kids are so much less judgmental and much more willing to be
inclusive with people different from themselves. I wish that didn’t change
with age. With new experiences and learning, kids develop their own standard
of “normal.”
I was different from other kids to an extent, but eventually I felt like
I could fit in with them. Although on the outside, I looked like most kids at
my school, on the inside I was very different from them, making my culture
feel like a burden. A part of me absolutely hated that I had to try so hard to fit
in.
I can remember one specific time when I had some of my friends
from my kindergarten class come over to my house and I hesitated to call my
parents “mamma and papa,” as I normally would if no one were around. In
front of my friends, I called them “mom and dad.” It must have been my
longing to fit in that compelled me to call them that.
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As I got settled into the new normal of “American school,” as I
called it, I realized how different of a life I lived. I started to put the pieces
together that I had to go to six days of school a week instead of five. My
“American School” and Latvian school had such different dynamics. It was a
large adjustment to make, from starting kindergarten in English, to then
attending Latvian School in the same year. Although it was easier to adapt to
the Latvian school because I shared a common first language and culture with
most of the kids. I also already knew many of my classmates because they
were family friends of my parents. One girl in particular, Emily, I had known
since the day she was born. Our grandma’s or “omamma’s” in Latvian, had
been best friends their whole lives, then our moms became best friends, and
then we became best friends. It was comforting to know that I had someone
so close to me that was going through all the same adjustments that I was.
The biggest thing I struggled with in elementary school was feeling
like being different was a bad thing. I missed countless sleepovers, playdates,
and sporting competitions. I felt like I wasn’t getting to do all the fun things
that kids do on the weekends and Friday nights. For any normal kid, Friday
nights would normally be a fun night to hang out with friends, but for me, I
dreaded it because it meant I had to sit at the dining room table, pouting and
crying to finish my Latvian School homework that was due the next day.
My Friday night mood would then carry to Saturday. Every Saturday
morning I would cry. My brothers and I would wake up at 7:30 a.m. dreading
the hour drive and long day ahead. I am sure my parents thought I would
eventually grow out of throwing tantrums before Latvian School, but boy
were they wrong. It only got worse. One morning my brothers and I literally
went on strike against our parents. We wrote on pieces of paper “No school
on Saturdays, freedom on the weekend!” and taped them to rulers, while we
walked around our dining room chanting and demanding change. I can’t
imagine any other kids going on strike against their parents. My parents must
have thought we were absolutely psycho. Although I do have to say, we were
pretty creative for a bunch of elementary school kids. The result of our strike
was not productive. After all that, we still got dragged into the car to go to
Latvian School. My little revolt against my parents showed me how much
they care about our future. Even though they had to deal with our backlash,
they never pulled us out of Latvian school like many other kids. Looking
back, my parents constantly reassured me that I would one day be grateful to
have gone through Latvian School. One day, I would.
In my last year of Latvian School, my best friend, Emily and I were
chosen to give our graduation speech. While we brainstormed ideas, my mind
raced to the future. I began to see why my parents had pushed me to go to
Latvian School. I looked back on not only all the knowledge I had gained but
also all the close relationships and friendships I had made. I couldn't picture
my future without it. I felt grateful for my grandparents and parents who had
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built this foundation for me. I also thanked them for all the trouble I put
them through and realized I should trust them. It was not easy, but they had a
plan for me the whole time and somehow knew I would be thankful.
Shortly after graduating from Latvian School, all thirteen-year-olds in
America and Australia have the opportunity to go on a trip called “Sveika
Latvija” or “Hello Latvia.” I was extremely anxious to leave home. I had
always been like that as a kid - a homebody. I overthought leaving home to
the point that I made myself sick on the plane ride there. I started off my trip
to Latvia in the worst way and I was miserable. I dreaded the first week of the
trip. The setting definitely had something to do with that. We had been
traveling through the farmlands and forests of Latvia when all I wanted to do
was see the capital. I couldn’t wait to get to the fun part.
We finally reached the second week of the trip. Upon arriving in
Riga, Latvia, the capital, I felt like a kid in a candy store. Face pressed up
against the glass window of the bus, eyes wide. I did not have any words.
Stepping off the bus with my suitcase, walking through the old brick streets
of Europe, I felt like I was in a movie. Looking around I could sense a
different feeling from the little farm towns I had visited earlier. Looking up,
were old buildings with intricate architectural details. I couldn’t help but snap
a few pictures. As I walked deeper into the city, it got more and more modern
- not only the buildings but also the atmosphere. It felt like I was in an up and
coming city that still had its vintage charm.
At the end of the main street stands the “Brīvības Piemineklis”
which translates to “Freedom Monument.” This landmark was the most
memorable because it is engraved with a saying that every Latvian American
knows: “Tēvzemei un Brīvībai'' which translates to “For the Fatherland and
Freedom.” At the top there is a woman that symbolizes freedom. She is
holding three stars that represent the 3 different districts of Latvia (although
now there are four). At the base there are always two guards who do not
move during their three-hour shift. Taking in the Brīvības Piemineklis was the
best part of my trip. It is a symbol of how far Latvia has come since their
Soviet occupation and it made me feel patriotic and blessed to experience
independent Latvia.
The feeling I got from being in the city was indescribable. I felt so
connected there. I felt like I belonged. I started to realize that this was not the
Riga my parents had described to me. Afterall, they had visited in 1996 when
Latvia was not yet free. Their pictures they showed me made it seem dreary
and gloomy. The Riga that I was in was the complete opposite. It was lively
and colorful and bustling with welcoming people. It was eye opening to
experience a new, modern Riga that my parents had not seen before. It just
goes to show that pictures and textbooks cannot do a justice for the beauty of
a city. The real learning comes from immersing yourself within the city and
getting to understand what it is really like.
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After exploring my “motherland” as many young Latvian Americans
call it, I can now say that I feel the connection between myself and my
culture. My heart felt full.
Just a few days after arriving home from my trip, I was off to Three
Rivers, Michigan for my first year of Latvian Summer High School. I was so
excited to continue growing my knowledge and Latvian “dvēsele.” I cannot
exactly translate this word into English because it wouldn’t convey the correct
meaning. “Dvēsele” directly translates to soul, but the word means much
more than that to me. When I first think of dvēsele, I think of the warm
feeling in my heart that I get when I am surrounded by Latvian culture like
when we are performing our Latvian folk dances and songs in front of a
crowd at the end of summer camp. It is probably one of the strongest feelings
I have ever felt. After attending the Latvian Summer High School for six
weeks of the summer, I felt a sense of pride when I finished these traditional
performances. It was a memorable experience to show off the new dances
and songs I had learned to close out the summer.
The most vivid memory from the concert was when the students
from the junior class would sing a “goodbye song” to the graduating senior
class. After the song, everyone crowds into the middle of the stage with teary
eyes, hugging each other until next summer. It is a feeling of happiness, joy,
gratefulness, love, and patriotism that is expressed, conveying what “dvēsele”
really looks like.
Concluding all my Latvian schooling has made me thankful for my
parents and grandparents. For pushing me to be a part of the Latvian
community, for helping me understand what being Latvian is truly like, and
for making me go to Latvian school even when I hated it most. Now, I feel
unbelievably blessed to have such a strong foundation to always lean on
whenever I need it. And seeing how my parents have incorporated their
Latvian roots in their own lives makes me believe that this is just the
beginning for me. My relationship with my own heritage keeps growing every
time I attend more Latvian events. From meeting new people, hearing new
songs, and taking in holiday performances, I can’t imagine what my life would
be like without my cultural background. Although I would not be able to
control that anyways, I feel extremely lucky to have been born into such a
small and mighty culture.
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NO MORE SILENZIO: THE PORTRAYAL OF DISABILITY WITHIN
LUCA
Lauren Le
Within the film industry, there has been a consistently severe lack of
representation for the disabled community. In fact, they likely still receive the
least amount of media representation compared to other marginalized
communities. In an analysis of films from 2007 to 2018, only 1.6% of
speaking characters were depicted with a disability (Smith et al. 5). To make
matters worse, the few existing portrayals are often problematic and offensive
since they continue to fuel long-standing disability tropes. Many disabled
characters serve no valuable purpose to the plot other than guiding their
nondisabled counterparts on a journey to self-improvement. In addition, it
can be difficult for adolescents with disabilities to feel “seen” and
comfortable within their community when they are frequently depicted on
screen as either villains, helpless victims, or paragons of innocence and
righteousness. Despite all these negative stereotypes and tropes, I have reason
to believe that a wave of accurate and diversified portrayals will be making its
way to our screens soon, if it has not already begun. In Luca, Pixar’s latest
animated movie, its filmmakers have provided genuine and organic
representation toward the disabled community with the incorporation of their
character Massimo. Although Massimo is only a supporting character within
the film, his carefully crafted storyline makes it possible for his disability to
never serve as his sole defining trait.
Luca is a coming-of-age story that follows the journey of Luca Paguro,
a young sea monster who lives near the Italian city of Portorosso. Luca’s
parents have forbidden him to travel to the surface of the water out of fear
for his safety, but Luca disobeys their wishes when Alberto, another young
sea monster, presents him with the chance to walk as a human on the dry
land. Luca and Alberto’s secret lives on the dry land are eventually discovered
by Luca’s parents who now want to send Luca to live in the deep sea. In
retaliation, Luca runs away with Alberto to Portorosso and they befriend
Giulia, a young girl who inadvertently prevents the boys’ identities as sea
monsters from being exposed, and Massimo, Giulia’s father who has a limb
difference. While Luca’s parents navigate up to the surface to search for their
missing son, the three children decide to enter the Portorosso Cup Triathlon
in hopes of using the prize money to buy a Vespa. Alberto however drops out
of the triathlon after becoming increasingly jealous of Luca’s newfound
friendship with Giulia. On the day of the event, rain almost prevents Luca
from finishing the race, but Alberto shows up to protect him from getting
wet and turning into a sea monster. Chaos ensues after Luca crosses the finish
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line and his and Alberto’s identities are swiftly revealed. The townspeople
attempt to kill Luca and Alberto before Massimo defends them by calling
them his friends and acknowledging their humanity. The townspeople
eventually change their mind about the boys and choose to instead happily
accept them into the community despite their differences. Luca ends up
reuniting with his family and the children purchase a Vespa, but Alberto
quickly sells it to buy Luca a train ticket so that he can attend school with
Giulia. Luca’s parents are supportive of this decision and the film ends with a
tearful goodbye as Luca and Giulia board the train to leave (Luca).
Despite having a minimal amount of screentime and a status as a
supporting character, Massimo manages to leave his mark on the film and
normalize disabilities to young, adolescent audiences. Luca has been
consistently highlighted by film critics as a positive representation of disability
since Massimo’s limb difference never becomes a defining characteristic. His
disability is only explicitly addressed once within the film and his
characterization primarily focuses on his love for his daughter and his passion
for fishing. During the film, it is evident that he “handle[s] his limb difference
deftly” since it does not affect any aspects within his daily life (Zornosa).
While on a fishing trip with Luca and Alberto, he is able to complete all of his
fisherman duties without any difficulty. The young boys are both impressed
and in shock by Massimo, but not because he was a disabled man who could
complete a simple task. They were instead awed by his excellent fishing skills,
which would be considered impressive for anyone, disabled or non-disabled
(Luca 0:44:20-0:44:30).
It can also be inferred that Massimo is a respected member of his
community since he was able to persuade the citizens of Portorosso to let go
of their fear and disgust toward sea monsters (Luca 1:17:31-1:17:51). The
citizens’ change of opinions was not an act of pity or support towards the
disabled character. I would argue instead that the townspeople listened to
Massimo’s speech and took it to heart because of its content and logic. When
disability is presented in a “familiar [or] even mundane” way in “the lives of…
successful, happy, well-adjusted people”, an audience views the topic in a less
negative light (Garland-Thomson 72). An audience can begin to rethink the
“oppressive and discriminatory attitudes” they previously held and shift them
in order to accept the fact that disability is a normal and ordinary part of life
(Garland-Thomson 72). Luca’s portrayal of Massimo will have positive
impacts on all members of its broad audience. Young, disabled children have
finally received media representation that does not ostracize them from their
community or perpetuate longstanding stereotypes and tropes. Additionally, a
nondisabled audience will be able to both learn and recognize that a disability
is only part of one's character and that it does not fully define someone.
The character of Massimo was carefully crafted and planned out by
the film’s director and production team. Enrico Casarosa, Luca’s director,
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stated in an interview with the New York Times that he wanted casual disability
representation within the film (Zornosa). Massimo’s limb difference is never
actively hidden from the audience, but it is mentioned minimally because his
plotline was never meant to revolve around it. The production team was
initially conflicted about how exactly they would portray Massimo’s disability.
In Casarosa’s original plan, the film would have explained that Massimo lost
his arm fighting in a battle. This storyline would have made narrative sense
since Luca ultimately takes place in postwar Italy. Massimo would have been
modeled after Italo Calvino, an antifascist journalist who fought with the
Italian resistance in World War II (Zoronsa). Historically, war has often been
utilized to both “[produce] and [valorize] certain forms of disability” (Couser
451). It can also be used to create tragic, heart aching backstories for disabled
characters and evoke an emotional response from the audience. Many
characters in our media are noted to be “suffering” due to either the physical
or emotional disabilities they have gained from battle.
The initial plan for Massimo’s storyline was neglected when the
production team met with Jim LeBrecht, a disability rights activist and the codirector of the Oscar-nominated film Crip Camp. LeBrecht suggested to the
producers that Luca should instead acknowledge that Massimo was born with
his limb difference. He was against the inclusion of the war storyline because
he worried that it would lead to even more negative representation for the
disabled community. LeBrecht wanted Luca shift away from the film
industry’s typical response to use a disability to craft a character’s tragic
backstory. This impactful narrative choice ultimately helps convey that the
disabled community is “part of the fabric of society” and that they do not
have to be defined by their disabilities (Zornosa). Additionally, children who
were born with disabilities finally have positive representation since the film
does not revolve around a tragic storyline or the “trauma” of becoming
disabled after birth.
In the conclusion of the 2020 documentary Code of the Freaks, activist
Mat Fraser comments on how the members of the disabled community must
be willing to work with the entertainment industry in order to shape today’s
media (Code 1:07:02-1:08:05). As demonstrated by the collaboration with Jim
LeBrecht, Luca has been able to provide a positive representation of disability
within its storyline and content. The experiences of our disabled community
need to be portrayed more accurately within the media. It is also crucial that
we as a society both seek out and listen to the insight from disabled content
creators. By continuously doing both of these actions, I believe that we will
be able to enter a new age that is filled with positive portrayals of disability. I
sincerely hope that future filmmakers learn from Luca’s production team to
turn this future into a quick reality.
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THE BEAT OF SERENITY
Brenna Mehringer
It is easy to feel secure in life and let moments slip past without a second
thought. However, not everyone will feel this sense of security—it is a
privilege to be invulnerable in the ultimate game of life. For many, life is
defined by unjust stereotypes and labels that are placed on them by society;
these inescapable designations become a permanent mark of one’s character.
It is common to yearn for an escape from these forced prejudiced
identifications, and for many, this escape is found in music. I Know Why the
Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou is marked by Maya’s longing to experience a
life that is just out of reach. Maya, born as Marguerite, yearns for equality,
representation, and stable familial relationships, yet these goals are
unattainable for her due to the marginalization she faces because of her race
and gender. Songs propose an escape to an alternate life for Marguerite and
represent a natural maturation from a young girl to a powerful woman and
mother. These songs, however, only allow for a brief escape before she is
pulled back to the harsh reality she lives, leaving her dreams just out of reach.
Throughout the entirety of Maya Angelou’s work, the African
American community is continuously torn down by their white counterparts.
Despite this, they never fail to find strength in one another and show unity in
the face of adversity. The song “Rise Up” by Andra Day is a representative
anthem of Black unity within Angelou’s writing, specifically during Joe Louis’
fight. Angelou describes the emotional hold this fight has on her community
as she details the reactions of those in the store when Joe Louis starts to fall
at the hands of his white competition. She writes, “my race groaned. It was
our people falling. It was another lynching, yet another Black man hanging on
a tree. One more woman ambushed and raped” (Angelou 135). Joe Louis is
the emblem of hope for the African American community. Their faith in their
ability to rise would be sacrificed at the hands of yet another white male,
making his potential loss a loss of hope for their community. This sense of
weariness is emulated in the verse of Andra Day’s song as she sings, “you’re
broken down and tired/ Of living life on a merry-go-round/ And you can’t
find the fighter/ But I see it in you so we gonna walk it out” (0:04-0:19).
From the opening notes of the song, Day exemplifies the emotional fatigue of
the African American community. They are tired of being seen as less than;
they are tired of falling victim to their white neighbors simply due to the color
of their skin. Their strength is escaping them, and their faith in their future
now rests on the shoulders of Joe Louis, their personal fighter.
The extreme resilience of the African American community is
exemplified as Joe Louis climbs out of the ropes and begins to fight again
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with newfound strength. Angelou writes, “then the voice, husky and familiar,
came to wash over us— ‘The winnah, and still heavyweight champeen of the
world... Joe Louis’” (136). Joe Louis’ boxing match is a larger metaphor
describing the African American community; when life knocks them down,
they always find a way to get out of the ropes and come back swinging. Andra
Day continues this theme in her song as she sings “I’ll rise up/ And I’ll do it a
thousand times again” (0:43-0:50). Joe Louis might have won a simple boxing
match, but this victory is a solid moment of hope and strength within the
African American community. No matter how bleak the situation seems, their
community constantly finds unity. Angelou and Day’s words together prove
that the individual strength of a person is impressive, but as a community,
they are formidable. However, this fight does not dictate equality; it simply
taunts the African American community with a life that is just out of reach—
a life where they are seen as equal and strong.
Familial relationships are the backbone of one’s childhood. Parents,
and other relatives, are the individuals that teach security and trust, if their job
is done correctly. Throughout Angelou’s recount of her life, it is evident that
Marguerite desires stable and voluntary relationships, especially with her
parents. To young Marguerite, it seems as though she and her brother are a
burden to their mother. After her sexual assault at the age of eight, her
mother sends her back to Stamps, Arkansas to live with Momma, her
grandmother (Angelou 88). Angelou describes the unknown nature of their
sudden departure as she writes, “I have never known if Momma sent for us,
or if the St. Louis family just got fed up with my grim presence. There is
nothing more appalling than a constantly morose child” (88). Marguerite is
left grappling for any reason that she might have been sent away. As an eightyear-old, she does not understand that this relocation was in her best interest
as it removed her from the environment of her trauma, but she is left feeling
as though she did something to cause them to be sent away like unwanted
property. Marguerite feels abandoned in this moment, as she has many times
before in her life.
This same feeling of abandonment is seen in Alessia Cara’s song
“Out of Love”. Cara sings, “when did you fall out of love? / Out of love? /
When did you run out of love for me?” (3:06- 3:27). Like Cara states,
Marguerite does not feel loved by her parents; their love feels conditional and
that it is only provided when it is most convenient for them. The children
have been treated like property in the book before, specifically when they
were sent to Stamps after their parents’ divorce with “tags on our wrists”
(Angelou 5). Marguerite wants to feel stability and she wants to feel genuine,
unconditional love. At this point in her life, she wonders if she simply does
not have the capability to be loved.
The platonic relationships that are missing from the early years of
Marguerite’s life serve as the initial events of her stolen childlike innocence.
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Not only is Marguerite removed from the narrative of being a child, ultimately
because of her sexual assault by Mr. Freeman, but she is also forced to watch
those around her live the life she could have had. Angelou details the stark
differences between herself and her classmates as she writes “I remembered
sleeping for a month in a wrecked automobile and conducting a streetcar in
the uneven hours of the morning” (272). As Marguerite is left with her
traumatic past, her classmates are worried about trivial issues like braces and
student body presidents (272). She is stuck in a cycle of systemic issues and is
unable to break free. Her childhood is marked by emotional destruction and
confusion that rendered her as an adult before she had the chance to be a
child.
Sasha Alex Sloan beautifully encapsulates the idea of watching an
alternate reality play out through those around you as you are chained to the
present moment in her song “Dancing With Your Ghost”. The chorus ends
with the lyric “every night, I’m dancing with your ghost” (Sloan 1:08-1:14). It
is easy to imagine Maya placing herself into the lives of her classmates and
living their carefree lives, but that reality is not an option for her. Her
innocence was stolen and has become her ghost; she will never know what it
is like to live as a child, for she was never given the chance to be one. Maya is
left to spend her years in adolescence mourning the childhood that could
have been.
Adulthood is often thought of as an emerging state, a condition that
develops over time. However, this socially constructed definition does not
account for the individuals that are thrown into the role at a young age. For
Maya, her adulthood becomes concrete when she falls pregnant with her first
child at the age of seventeen (Angelou 284). The events of her own
relationship with her mother cloud the joyous relationship she is building with
her newborn son. Angelou describes a night where she first slept with her son
in her bed by saying, “I was sure to roll over and crush out his life or break
his fragile bones” (289). Even though Maya is describing physical ailments
that she could cause her son, the words “crush out his life” (289) show her
hesitation as a new mother. She is aware of what can happen to a child when
their mother is not around, and they are left searching for love in their life.
For Maya, her sexual assault crushed her innocence, and she is worried that
her actions will have the same ramifications on her son’s life.
Mothers rely on one another for advice, and Maya relies on her
mother to guide her in the right direction as she nurtures her son. Despite this
subtle irony, her mother summarizes the role of motherhood perfectly as she
states, “‘see, you don’t have to think about doing the right thing. If you’re for
the right thing, then you do it without thinking’” (Angelou 290). Maya is for
her son; her debilitating concern about her son’s life demonstrates this. These
moments of maternal love are exemplified in the song “Golden Slumbers” by
the Beatles. The chorus of the song exclaims “sleep pretty darling, do not
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cry/ And I will sing a lullaby” (The Beatles 0:48-1:00). Maya serenades her
son in her love for him. Her determination for him to have the childhood
that she lamented over and dreamed to have demonstrates the unconditional
love she has for her son. She allows her son to close his eyes to the dangers
and injustices of the world as she faces them head on and lives vicariously
through him.
In Maya Angelou’s work I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Marguerite
dreams of a life where she can be seen as equal in the eyes of the community
and can be loved unconditionally by those around her. Marguerite may have
found comfort in these songs for she can see her life reflected in them which
is a sensation she has been longing for all along—a sensation of belonging.
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EIGHT’S POWERS AND THE THEMES OF STRANGER THINGS
Mason Kupiainen
The Duffer brothers hit series Stranger Things focuses on a group of teenaged
protagonists coming of age in the early 1980s in a small town in fictional
Hawkins, Indiana which has been taken over by monsters from another
world, the Upside Down, after scientists force a young girl, Eleven, to open
the portal using her telekinetic abilities. Viewers watch as Eleven escapes
from this imprisonment within Hawkins Laboratory and establishes a
friendship with a group of boys, Mike, Lucas and Dustin. She helps them find
their missing friend Will, who is lost in the Upside Down.
The second season of Stranger Things introduced audiences to the
character Kali (known as Eight by the tattooed ID on her wrist), another test
subject who was experimented on in Hawkins’s Lab, along with Eleven. Kali
first appears in the opening scene of the season; however, she is absent from
the next six episodes before being brought back for the seventh titled “The
Lost Sister.” Here, it is revealed that she endured much of the same torture as
Eleven, but unlike her, Kali took a different path morally. Although Eleven
has killed people, she isn’t out for revenge in the same bloodthirsty manner in
which Kali has been depicted. Despite this difference in character traits, they
both have psychic powers from drugs their parents received during their
pregnancies. Eleven is able to control objects with her mind, which is
ahomage to a few famous Stephen King characters, especially those from
Carrie, Firestarter, and possibly The Shining. However, I argue Kali’s set of
abilities have a deeper meaning related to a common theme which is woven
throughout the series: the lack of trust in media.
Episode seven, “The Lost Sister”, takes place mainly in abandoned
buildings, alleyways, and other places where graffiti is commonly seen. This
allowed the creators to slip in clues, references, and hidden meanings within
the graffiti on set. One hidden detail that appears often throughout the
episode is the number eight, a reference to Kali’s given number. It appears in
graffiti and other places as well, but two appearances, in particular, stand out
as having more meaning.
While the number simply appears alone in the background, two
instances in which eight is embedded makes it stand out. During the episode,
Eleven and Kali are sitting on top of a roof discussing their powers (11:34).
This is where we get our first explanation of what set of powers Kali
possesses. Demonstrating them to Eleven by creating a butterfly from her
hands, we get two descriptions of her powers that seem to match up with two
hidden eights in the background. Kali’s first explanation states, “I can make
people see, or not see, whatever I choose.” Her second detail comes when
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she shows Eleven the butterfly. “This butterfly, it isn’t real. I’ve just
convinced your mind it is. Think of it as a kind of magic.” Both of these
descriptions do a fine job of explaining how Kali’s powers function. When
comparing how they hide the number eights within the background of the
episode, however, it could make these lines of dialogue pack more meaning.
The second description seems to be referenced early in the episode before the
explanation is given. Before Eleven meets Kali and the group, a graffiti-stye
Magic 8 ball can be seen, possibly being a reference to her powers being “like
magic” (8:30). This hidden detail isn’t the only time within the episode where
Kali’s powers are referenced within the showcasing of the number.
Before the opening-title credits roll, Eleven’s mother, who has been in
a catatonic state ever since her search for her abducted daughter Eleven/Jane
resulted in Hawkins Lab inducing electroshock therapy on her, is seen staring
into a television screen when the words “Action News 8” appear. The camera
focuses on this as the number eight begins to increase in size (4:53). Since the
other number eights appear within graffiti and are never the center focus of
attention, this one stands out. Because Kali describes her powers as being
able to “make people see, or not see, whatever I choose,” the eight in the
news channel could be reflecting that description, or potentially be Kali
reaching out to Eleven subliminally. Embedding the eight within the news
title also seems to be the creators commenting on the media’s power to make
others believe what they want.
Going back to the first season of Stranger Things, there have been
elements of corporations and the media trying to mislead the public with false
narratives, thus making them believe whatever they wanted. For example, in
the fourth episode of the first season, “The Body”, we see Hopper
investigating Will’s body after it had been found in the lake. When cutting the
body open, it was revealed to simply be a doll (45:43). This discovery was a
cover-up by Hawkins Lab to mislead people, demonstrating this theme within
the plot of the show. Later on in “The Pollywog” (3.2), we see Lucas
explaining to Max, who just moved to Hawkins from California, what people
thought of the sudden disappearance and reappearance of Will (11:05). The
news made it seem that the body found in the lake was another missing child,
and authorities mistook the child for Will. With the body being found and
Will later being saved from the Upside Down, we see the government, the
media, Hawkins lab, and anyone else involved with creating those false
narratives use their power to mask the truth. While these false narratives are
not to the extent to which Kali’s powers allow her to fool others, we still see
manipulation and misleading occurring within the narrative of the series.
“Dig Dug” (2.5) gives the character Murray, a former investigative
journalist who believes Russians have invaded Hawkins and who essentially
embodies this theme of distrust in the media, more prominence within the
series. One detail, in particular, occurs when he explains to Nancy and

66

Jonathan, the young couple who want to expose the truth of Hawkins Lab,
about watering down the news to make it more palatable (43:26). This doesn’t
exactly fully push the theme of misleading the news, but it still brings up an
interesting point about how the media presents the news. The information we
receive from the media or the government may not throw a false narrative,
but may downplay some information to make it seem less harsh than it really
is, or to heighten things to make them seem more important. Although his
character doesn’t trust what the officials or media tell him, the creators poke
fun at the opposite way of thinking when Mike’s father agrees to stay silent
about Eleven, stating that “we’re all patriots in this house”(2.2, 4:08). This
further presents the narrative the creators seem to be pushing that skepticism
is a good thing, and we shouldn’t blindly follow whatever is presented to us
without question. However, with the rise of Americans not trusting the media
or the government, could all of these references and nodes possibly be a
slight reference to our modern culture or just a throwback to the past?
A study done through Forbes found that 56% of Americans believe
that reporters are purposely feeding lies to mislead people (Meek, 2021).
There has always been a paranoia within America that officials are lying.
Although not a product of the ’80s, Mulder and Scullyhowed through The XFiles that distrust in the government is not a new phenomenon, and that there
are people who believe there are mass cover-ups of “top-secret” information
(Landsbaum, 2016). Ghostbusters, Indiana Jones, and E.T the Extra-Terrestrial all
dabbled with governments and organizations trying to cover up the truth.
Certainly, the series pays homage to the creator's favorite things within pop
culture, so the inclusion of common themes from other properties is not a
new element to be thrown into Stranger Things. The series has had Cold War
and Russian invasion elements, which were common threats within 80s films,
such as Red Dawn and Rocky IV. One or two references would support this
claim of it purely being clever winks to the love of classic films and television,
but having whole characters represent this theme showcases the message
more prominently.
Along with this thinking, if the creators wanted to represent the 80s
as honestly as possible, they would not have showcased such as
overabundance of mistrust in the government. During the 80s, President
Reagan maintained popularity among Americans. There were hiccups,
especially in 1982 when America was suffering a recession they hadn’t felt
since the Great Depression. Nevertheless, Reagan was able to regrow his
popularity throughout the decade, earning trust among Americans as the 80s
became filled with wealth seekers, materialistic goods, and yuppies (History,
2018). Looking at the media, there was evidence of mistrust among the
population. During the 70s, trust in the media was declining, due mostly to
government and presidential lies, such as Watergate (Schudson, 2019). With
the previous history of suspicion, it would make sense for certain characters
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to be on guard and would explain these themes being woven into the
narrative. While mistrust in government and media has only grown in
popularity in recent years, this theme could be a reflection of our modern
culture and be a clever way to respect the past while reflecting on our
present.
Drawing the rest of these connections together, the inclusion of the
number eight in the news logo holds much more meaning. Although the
theme of misleading information in media and the government may not be a
prominent theme that is given center stage, it seems to be one constantly
woven throughout the series. Just as Murray waters down his vodka, the
creators may have subtly and secretly hidden this theme throughout the
course of the show. With films like Ghostbusters, The Deadzone, and E.T. all
having elements of government mistrust, it would be logical that Stranger
Things carries this similar theme as well. However, it doesn’t truly represent
the culture and society's thinking during the decade, making it seem more like
the creators holding a mirror up to modern audiences. It’s more likely the
creators are reflecting how they see society's thinking today and want to
comment on it, or at least draw inspiration from modern ways of thinking
and embed it into their storytelling. Either way, the inclusion of Kali and her
abilities, as well as placing the number in the news channel’s logo seems to be
connecting to a much larger theme of mistrust that has been built slowly and
quietly throughout the show.
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ADDICTION ARC
Hailee Park
I’ll admit, I love to work out. The feeling of being sweaty, sore, and tired is a
feeling that I desire all day every day. Not only does exercise make you feel
good, but it can make you look good too. The problem with exercise is that
there is a fine line between working out for fun and working out because you
feel like you have to. I used to do it for fun, but over time I conveniently
jumped over the line.
All throughout high school, I lifted weights because I played sports.
We did lifts every other day of the week, and they focused on strength and
speed training. We would start the class with speed training, and then
depending on the day, we would spend roughly an hour doing upper body,
lower body, or full body. It was nice to have a coach who would come up
with the workouts for us because there was no feeling of being unsuccessful.
It was always enough exercise when the coach made the workout. I was
always admired by my peers because I could lift more than the average female
from the start. I would consistently get compliments from people saying “I
can’t believe you can do that weight” and I would spend time challenging
myself to lift as much as my male counterpart. I always fed off of the
compliments and pushed myself because I love to be the best. I am naturally
a perfectionist and knowing that I was one of the best girls in the school
elevated my ego. I constantly saw my name on the boards for the fastest 40
yd dash or the boards for achieving 1 rep of a certain exercise. I never
worried about my diet either because I never had any issues with gaining
muscle or looking lean. It was great until it wasn’t.
After high school ended, I was no longer in any sports. I had no
reason to go to the gym because the focus of my lifts was always on track or
softball. It was extremely difficult to find the motivation to do something I
thought I loved so much. I started to lose the muscle I had built up, and I
spent a lot of time staring at the pictures of me from when I was so muscular.
My self-esteem quickly started to decline, and I felt ugly nearly every single
day. People were no longer feeding my ego and it killed me on the inside. I
didn’t know it then, but the real reason I was lifting was for the male and
female gaze. I was never actually doing it for my own health. I was doing it
because I wanted to look better than everyone else. Also, around this time,
fitness on social media became a huge deal. Suddenly people were making
accounts to post about their routines and their diets to help other people lose
weight. It flooded all of my social media accounts, and I was constantly
bodychecking myself and comparing my body and physique to models on
Instagram. It was extremely detrimental to me and it ruined my mental health.
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I started to worry about my diet because I wasn’t working out to burn off all
of the calories I ate every day. I went through these phases where one week I
would binge, and the next week I wouldn’t even come down for dinner. It
was so hard to find a balance. At this point in my life, I had struggled horribly
to find my self-worth and understand that I was the one who created my
worth and not the people around me. I could not accept myself at all for who
I am, and even today I still wake up worried that I’ll never find someone to
like me for me.
At this point, I turned to my mom for help. My mom is a nutritionist
and a fitness instructor, so she knows a great deal of information about diets
and exercise and how they go hand in hand. I asked her to help me get back
into the gym and I also asked her to help me meal prep. Once I asked her for
help, it became a bit of an obsession. I focused all of my attention on my diet
and the gym and barely put any energy into anything else. I was so focused on
looking like how I did when I was 15, failing to recognize that my body has
changed since then. The problem with asking my mom for help is that she’s
always struggled with her body image too. She felt guilty about missing a class
and was so bent on eating right that she cut out so many of her favorite
foods. As an outsider, it looked like she was great, super healthy, and fit. As
her daughter, I noticed when she was irritated because she didn’t eat enough
at lunch. I always looked up to her, failing to understand that her habits
weren’t perfect either. She struggled with her self-worth as much as I did to
the point where she ended up getting a boob job. I wanted to be as fit as my
mom and look like her at her age, so obviously I asked her for help. But we
fed off of each other. Her bad habits bled into mine. I started taking after her,
and when I put on her clothes and saw how tight they fit me it killed me
inside. No way I should be the same size clothes as my mom. So finally I
started going back to the gym in a consistent manner and not just whenever I
felt like it, a few months before I came to Butler.
At first, I was pretty balanced. I had a 5-day workout plan that I
created for myself. I spent just about an hour at the gym, doing enough to be
tired but not enough to hurt myself. I did my research to find what exercises
were best for my goals. The problem? I found those workouts from fitness
influencers who had the body they flaunted long before they started working
out. Their posts were extremely unrealistic and misleading, and I fell right into
the trap. I wasn’t seeing any results not knowing that their physique was
something they were born with, and it was making me lose hope for myself.
So I fell into this cycle of missing the gym for a week, feeling super guilty
about it, and then overdoing it the week after. Not only that, but I still
struggled with the same eating cycle that I had been dealing with since high
school. All of this piled onto each other and created my exercise addiction.
When I missed a week at the gym, I overdid it the next week just so I could
feel that pain and have the feeling of being accomplished for barely being able
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to walk when I left the gym. I felt so guilty when I messed up my gym
schedule. I’ve always had my life on a specific routine and missing my gym
routine made me feel extremely guilty and just elevated the negative image I
had of myself. These feelings only made the addiction worse.
When I came to Butler, nothing changed. I came to the gym here and
did way more than what I needed to do to be successful. I would do 12
different workouts and spent way too much time at the gym because that's
how I thought I would see results. Sometimes I would hurt myself by doing
too much. I brushed aside the fact that I strained a muscle in my back and
hamstring during high school and continued to train them as if nothing was
ever wrong. This became a form of self-harm. When people think of selfharm, they definitely don’t think of the gym, but it is definitely a real problem
in this day and age. The pain that comes with exercise is a type of pain that
you have to work for, which is why it is so nice when you feel it. It’s a twisted
type of reward. So many people on social media think they are helping others
get better but really they are just fishing for those compliments that make
them feel worthy. The fitness community is extremely toxic, and I became a
part of it.
In Dopamine Nation, Dr. Lembke explains the pleasure-pain scale by
using the cold-water theory. Page 144 states “Michael’s accidental discovery
of the benefits of ice-cold water immersion is an example of how pressing on
the pain side of the balance can lead to the opposite- pleasure.” My exercise
addiction is very similar to this. I have practiced pressing on the pain side by
lifting weights until it hurts. I can spend an hour doing heavyweights and then
immediately jump on the treadmill right after. By the end of it, I am tired and
usually in pain. But the pain I experience presses on the pleasure side. Page
144-145 states “The pleasure we feel is our body's natural and reflexive
physiological response to pain.” This is a great explanation of how I feel after
my workout. The pleasure that comes from putting myself through pain is
enough to stop the feeling of guilt that I experience when I skip the gym. I
know I overdo it sometimes, but I can’t stop overdoing it and find a balance
because I feel so accomplished after I use the pain and turn it into pleasure.
I definitely still struggle with my exercise addiction. It feels like no
matter what I do, no amount of exercise will ever be enough. As I stated
above, I feel so guilty and undesirable when I skip the gym. Even when I go
to the gym, if I don’t burn enough calories I feel like I didn’t do anything. The
pleasure-pain scale has been tipped out of balance for nearly a year for me,
and it is extremely difficult to get it back to where it is supposed to be. A big
part of the pleasure-pain scale is the fact that over time, I have needed to do
more to trigger the pain side. I am overworking my body just so that I can tip
the scale and get that small “high.” It is a never-ending cycle that is hard to
break, especially if you aren’t aware of it. Social media has been a huge factor
in my addiction, making me feel like I won’t ever be good enough unless I
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overwork myself. My mom has also played a big role in my addiction,
sometimes helping, but usually just competing. I love my mom, but we both
have our issues when it comes to working out. Exercise addiction is
something that is not talked about enough, but I know in the coming years
we will be able to help more people like me. Coming to terms with knowing I
have a problem is the first step in changing up my bad habits, so I know that
I am on the right path.
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ALTAR CALL FOR WALTER WHITE? THE ABSENCE OF RELIGION
IN BREAKING BAD
Abigail Fulton
When one thinks of rats stuck in a home, they generally think of them running
rampant through the house creating chaos and destruction. No matter how
hard we try to exterminate these destructive, annoying creatures, they
continue to find ways to sneak in and create more damage. Christian
writer C.S. Lewis uses this idea of a house full of rats in his book Mere
Christianity, describing an ill-tempered man without God, and states, “the
suddenness of the provocation does not make me an ill-tempered man: it only
shows me what an ill-tempered man I am.” Therefore, an ill-tempered man is
not someone who appears suddenly, it is part of our human nature that a lack
of religion allows to seamlessly come to fruition.
Throughout the first and the beginning of the second season
of Breaking Bad, this same concept can be applied to Walter White and the evil
that escapes from within him when he is diagnosed with terminal lung cancer.
The appearance of these rats is unprovoked and can affect anyone, similarly
to cancer. In Walt’s case, his cancer holds a parallel to Lewis’s rats, leading to
the destruction of Walter’s body in comparison to the destruction of a
home. As Walt progresses from high school chemistry teacher through his
new life of crime and meth-making, the viewer is in awe of the new person he
is becoming -- left in wonderment of the idea that everyone can carry out the
same malicious deeds, or refuse to, since most people hold themselves to
higher moral principles. Breaking Bad not only explores the reality of
confronting death and the power (or lack thereof) one faces, but also delves
into producer Vince Gilligan’s perspective on the afterlife, believing there is
no Hell to go to after death. As Gilligan states, “I want to believe there's a
heaven. But I can't believe there's a hell,” this viewpoint allows the
characters to dive into their soulless, sinful human nature and live in a world
with a lack of religion that allows sin to flourish.
Though Walter says he is cooking meth to provide for his family
after he is gone, there is evidence to believe he is acting primarily on pride:
one of the cardinal sins in Christianity. After living a life of drab, monotonous
days with little to no change, dealing with death has created an altered persona
within himself that allows him to feel pride in who he is and the power he
holds in himself. Walter is often seen wearing a very dreary color of beige set
off by a shade of green, which suggests that unlike many, Walter prides
himself outside of the mundane. Instead of being prideful of his career and
family, he becomes encapsulated by a life of crime. Additionally, the green
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shade provides a subtle hint of the money that will eventually turn him into
the full-fledged Heisenberg. When he is transformed into his persona
Heisenberg, his drug kingpin alter ego, however, Walt’s style changes
drastically. He ditches the boomer outfit for a black coat, pork pie hat,
and dark sunglasses symbolizing his newfound power (and control) he has in
this new situation and even the power he comes to associate with death.
Walt’s pride in dying is a direct parallel to a profound Christian
principle: Jesus dying on the cross so no one would have to fear death. While
Jesus conquered death so people could be free from sin, Walt’s fear of death
leads him to his ultimate demise and explains why he is never free. Pride is
referred to as The Great Sin for a reason. C.S. Lewis states: “pride has been the
chief cause of misery in every nation and every family since the world
began… it was through pride that the devil became the devil.” In this way, the
viewer sees pride led to Walter’s demise and the rest of his horrifying sins
ranging from meth to murder. His unwillingness to accept treatment in the
beginning and the refusal of charity from his rich friends are the catalyst for
his demise. Walt’s initial goal is noble. He wants to provide for his family, but
as they say, the road to Hell is paved with good intentions, and Walt
continues to walk this path through the entirety of the show.
In the same way pride fills Walter through his new hobby of cooking
meth, Breaking Bad also illustrates the ways in which this new lifestyle
gives him an identity he never felt before: self-motivated and powerful. While
discussing cancer treatment with the family, Walt says, “My entire life it just
seems I never … you know, had a real say about any of it. Now this last
one, cancer … all I have left is how I choose to approach this” (1.5, 35:45)
This helps allude to the idea that, despite a lack of religion throughout the
show, Walt feels his life has been predetermined for him and he has had no
choice over his path in life. Now facing death, he has given up any hope
of God helping him. Now he has found his identity in the way he chooses to
approach his final months. A new sense of identity for Walt becomes
what Christianity deems as idols, consuming our entire attention
and making us focus on less important things than our spiritual growth.
The Nobel Prize he wins is one such example. Even though his name
was on the plaque, and he led the group of scientists who won it, something
obviously came between Walt and the glory he felt he should have earned
from this. During his final months on earth, Walter is finally reclaiming the
title of leader he feels he deserves and making himself a man worth
remembering as a noble family head. Although his actions go
against what most would consider religious, he somehow plays off Christianity
by making himself meaningful in the eyes of his bosses, which connects to the
Christian perspective of all being important in the eyes of God.
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As Walt finally finds an identity for himself in cooking meth and
going against the standards of morality, he had set for himself, this becomes
more easily understood when one notices Walter does not believe we truly
have souls. In one scene, Walt is seen at a blackboard writing out the chemical
composition of a human, but cannot figure out what the last, small percentage
is. When his colleague Gretchen suggests that the last part of what makes
someone a person is the soul, Walt turns and says, “There’s only chemistry
here.” While this can be interpreted as a romantic gesture, it speaks to the
science Walt believes in and that we are soulless creatures. This belief that
we do not have a soul makes it easier for him to commit these terrible crimes,
allowing him to slide deeper into breaking bad.
When Walter is sitting in his car weighing the pros and cons of killing
his first victim, Krazy-8, the first item on the cons list is “Judeo-Christian
Principles.” By this, there is evidence to believe that Walter acknowledges the
principles of religion as being good and just, but with the belief that there is
no soul to follow this, he has no problem turning away from these beliefs and
normalizing the heinous crimes he commits against society. If he follows in
Vince Gilligan’s footsteps and believes there is no hell, then perhaps the way
Walter so easily gets away with all his crimes is supposed to allude to
Gilligan’s idea that people will not be punished for eternity if they do not have
a soul to punish.
While Walt continues down the path of soulless actions, leading to
the demise of multiple people, it becomes evident there is a genuine lack of
concern for human life and death that directly conflicts with most religious
perceptions of life and death. From the very beginning of his murders, as Walt
is writing out his list of advantages and disadvantages to murdering Domingo
(Krazy-8), he is saying human life is not important, creating an inconvenience
for himself. Walter even talks to Krazy-8 about his family and childhood in
Jesse’s basement where Krazy-8 is held hostage, but the lack of human
connection shows a disdain and lack of care for human life. Both parties were
doing what they considered vital to their own life and put the other’s existence
on the back burner, which continues to be illustrated throughout the show. In
the final episode of Season 1, after meth dealing kingpin Tuco has brutally
murdered his partner in crime No-Doze, another of Tuco’s men, Gonzo, is
asked to dispose of the body. In addition to the total lack of regard for taking
someone’s life, Tuco has no respect for the body he has completely
dismantled. Gonzo even points out, “That don’t seem very Christian.”
Ironically, Gonzo is a Christian and ends up being brutally killed
because he tries to properly bury the body. In the beginning of season 2,
DEA agent and Walt’s brother-in-law Hank has a disturbing reaction to
finding that Gonzo has bled out: he laughs while taking a picture with his
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corpse. These scenes lie in stark contrast to religious perceptions of death
where all human lives are important, and individuals should be respected
whether in life or in death. While most world religions see death as a time that
allows people to an eternity of prosperity and happiness, Breaking Bad
sees murder as nothing more than an event that allows them to escape
their actions and survive another day. Gonzo serves as a symbol that in
this Breaking Bad world, religion leads to people’s death and demise while
immorality equates to success.
The perspective of death that is so prevalent in Breaking Bad also
translates into the idea that people are too far gone to save themselves or
change their lives. At the beginning of season 2, while Jesse and Walter are
attempting to get Tuco to take the poison, Jesse asks Walt to jump at
Tuco because he is going to die soon anyway. Walter has a loaded response
stating: “Are you suggesting I do this because I only have a couple months to
live, so my life doesn’t matter anyways?” This quote not only represents
another example of a lack of care for human life, but also encompasses the
idea that their lives are too far gone to be saved at this point. This directly
conflicts with the ideas presented in Christianity where any person from any
walk of life can be saved if they repent of their sins and accept God into their
lives. The Breaking Bad ideology rejects this idea that anyone can change if they
are willing to accept that they are flawed, claiming people are doomed because
eventually, evil will win over and the goodness they possess will be no match
to our true, soulless human nature. The viewer can see this idea in more than
one character: Hank’s racist, insensitive conversations about criminals,
Jesse’s parents, and their belief that Jesse is unable to change at this point in
life, and Walt’s passion for chemistry spiral into a mass drug production.
It is no secret that Breaking Bad lives up to its name. The entirety of
the show is centered around what humans are capable of when faced with
death, which in turn leads people to abandon their morality -- religious or
otherwise. Through producer Vince Gilligan’s perspective on Walter’s
conception of the afterlife, this model of living makes sense: Why would
someone choose to live justly if there will be no Hell to go to after death?
This conceptualization of the world being merely physical and soulless allows
people to go through the motions, abandoning what society has deemed
“good and necessary” because in the end, everyone is made up of the same
atoms as the person standing next to them. Though a dull, melancholy
outlook on life, this perspective gives life to the characters in the show. By
being faced with death and having no choice but to confront it, the characters
are allowed the chance to conform to their true human nature and break the
rules society has considered vital.
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“BEING TOWARDS DEATH” AND THE INEVITABILITY
OF WALTER WHITE IN BREAKING BAD
Alexandra Poore
Only by accepting one’s own mortality can we achieve freedom. That is the
idea put forth in 1927 by German philosopher Martin Heidegger in his
magnum opus, Being and Time, in which he proposes the idea of “being
towards death,” or finding freedom in the realization and acceptance of one’s
mortality. Heidegger says that with this awareness, we can discover “the
possibility of our own impossibility” (Simpson 56) and begin to live our most
authentic human experience. A contemporary reimagining of Heidegger’s
philosophical ideas takes place in Vince Gilligan’s Breaking Bad (2008-2013) as
we follow Walter White, a high school chemistry teacher who is diagnosed
with lung cancer and turns to making meth as a means to support his family.
Upon hearing his prognosis, Walter’s mortality flashes before his eyes and his
“most authentic self” is revealed to be his alter ego Heisenberg, the ruthless
mastermind behind New Mexico’s most elaborate crystal-methamphetamine
operation. While Walter could have continued to work his career as a high
school chemistry teacher after his diagnosis, he turns to more illicit methods
of making money, leaving only one question in the viewer’s mind: If this is
Walter’s authentic self, are some people simply born to be evil and commit
immoral acts? In this essay, I will argue the idea that, as shown in Vince
Gilligan’s Breaking Bad, Walter White was destined to commit immoral acts,
be evil, and become Heisenberg.
Before Walter’s cancer diagnosis, his life is presented as extremely
dull and meaningless. This lack of passion becomes clear at multiple points
throughout the first season, but is hinted at as early as the first episode. In
Season 1, Episode 1 “Pilot,” we witness Walter in a dimly lit room as he
completes his monotonous workout routine. He stares at an award stating
that he and a team of fellow researchers received a Nobel Prize for research
on proton radiography (5:01). As the series progresses, we witness Walter and
his wife, Skyler, attend a birthday party for Walter’s former classmate and
friend, Elliott Schwartz. During the party sequence, we also learn that Walter
and Elliott founded the company Gray Matter. Walter mentions to some
party guests that, instead of staying by Elliott’s side and running Gray Matter,
he gravitated towards education, to which one of the guests asks, “Which
university?” (1.5 9:02). Immediately after being asked this question, Walter
takes a large drink, and the scene is cut short. From this interaction, it is clear
that Walter feels a sense of shame in having to admit that all of his potential
was seemingly wasted, as he is stuck teaching high school chemistry. As the
episode continues, we see Elliott and Walter reminisce over the times they
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had shared in graduate school with Elliott remarking: “God, I miss this,” and
Walter replying “Yeah, me too” (1.5 11:55). Both men seem to genuinely
enjoy each other’s company and the good times they once shared, yet when
looking at how Walter’s life turned out in comparison to Elliott’s, viewers are
left sympathizing with Walter over what could have been. Even as Elliott
offers Walter a job at Gray Matter, we know that Walter will ultimately reject
the position out of pride and instead resort to his old life: a life that has left
him spiritless, without a purpose, and lacking his spark and excitement for
life.
Walter’s cancer prognosis marks a significant turning point not only
for the course of the show, but for Walter’s life, his dreams, and the
realization of his most authentic human experience. In “Hurtling Towards
Death,” author Craig Simpson states everything that Walter was before
learning of his inevitable death—his hopes, dreams, desire to provide for his
family, etc.—has been changed because of this discovery. As we sit with
Walter in the doctor’s office, watching him disconnect from the situation at
hand and instead focusing on the doctor’s mustard stain on the lapel of his
lab coat, it becomes clear that this is Walter’s “being towards death” moment.
From this point forward, Walter’s life trajectory changes, and just within the
course of the pilot episode we see him impulsively quitting his part-time job
at a car wash, acting violently towards a group of boys who bully his son,
Walter Jr., and acting on his curiosity towards making meth and going on a
ride-along to a meth lab with his brother-in-law, Hank. This erratic behavior
doesn’t just impact Walter, but also Jesse Pinkman, a past student of Walter’s
who introduces Walt to the meth-making life, having been roped into this
scheme by Walter. Even with all of this irrational conduct, Walter is
eventually confronted by Jesse, with Jesse stating: “…all of the sudden at age,
what, 60, he’s gonna break bad?” (1.1 36:18). To this question, Walter has
three simple words: “I am awake” (1.1 37:05). From Walter’s life once lacking
meaning, to his eyes being opened and his awakening, it is clear that Walter
has not only experienced “being towards death,” but has rediscovered his
passion for life in breaking the law and making methamphetamine.
Following Walter’s diagnosis, his perceptible awakening also
manifests as a physical path towards the dangerous, immoral, and evil. Yet
Walter’s emotions towards his situation constantly shift from worry and fear
to a sense of peace. In Season 1, Episode 4 “Cancer Man,” we see a key
example of this as Walter is driving to his credit union to deposit the money
he made from selling meth with Jesse. During his drive, Walter proceeds to
look in his rearview mirror, and upon hearing and seeing a police car, begins
to panic, saying “Oh, no, please. Please, please, no” (1.4 21:50). As Walter
pulls his car over and prepares to face his fate and be arrested, the police car
speeds past, sending him into a laughing fit over his presumed paranoid state.
This scene shows how Walter’s manic thoughts have begun to take a physical
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toll on his actions and wellbeing, but is a complete reversal compared to a
scene in Season 1, Episode 6 “Crazy Handful of Nothin.’” In this episode, we
see the White family take part in a cancer support group, where Skyler
addresses her concerns for her husband’s secrecy and asks why he has been
coming home so late. When confronted with these questions, Walter remarks
that he has gotten in the habit of taking walks, stating: “Well…I like to go on
walks—And I really enjoy the nature. You know, the cacti…vegetation, that
kind of thing. It’s really very therapeutic” (1.6 9:01-9:26). While this response
could be considered innocent enough, Vince Gilligan’s editing choices in this
scene display various clips of New Mexico’s landscape, but as Walter’s voice
over remarks on the nature being “therapeutic,” we see nothing but a full shot
of the RV where Jesse and Walter make meth (1.6 9:30). Even with the chaos
that Walter’s choice has brought upon the lives of his and Jesse’s families, he
reassures himself that making methamphetamine brings him peace and
provides an escape from the stresses of cancer, his future child, his family,
and his career.
Walter’s life changed dramatically from before his diagnosis, but the
argument now stands: Was Walter always meant to pursue a path of evil,
make methamphetamine, and become Heisenberg, or did his situation force
him down this road? Is Walter White a good character who was a dealt a poor
hand in life, or a bad person destined to a life of crime and illegal behavior?
One could argue that Walter only considered making meth after learning
about his cancer and as a way to support his family, but this is not definitively
the case. For example, in Breaking Bad’s “Pilot” episode, we see Walter express
curiosity towards the idea of making meth after seeing the footage on the
news reporting on Hank’s most recent meth lab seizure. The report shows the
confiscated boxes full of money and Walter asks: “Hank, how much money is
that?” (1.1 12:31-13:36). Walter’s greed is definitely on display in this scene,
but at this point, his concern wasn’t in providing for his family; it was on the
potential profits making meth could offer. With this in mind, in addition to
the fact that Walter turned down Elliott’s job offer, we’re left with only one
conclusion: Walter White was destined to make methamphetamine and
become New Mexico’s most wanted kingpin, Heisenberg.
Overall, Walter White’s most authentic human experience led him
down a path filled with crime, murder, and other criminal behaviors. By
looking at the changes in his behavior and thought patterns from before his
cancer diagnosis to afterwards, it becomes clear that Walter White has found
a safe space in cooking crystal meth, and in finding this passion for cooking
crystal-methamphetamine, he found his most authentic self in an activity
most would consider unthinkable. While it’s easy to leave thinking about
Walter White’s inevitable path towards evil as just within the Breaking Bad
universe, I believe it’s crucial to ask ourselves: what if our “being towards
death” moment and “most authentic human experience” leads us down a
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path considered evil, unholy, or immoral in the eyes of the greater society?
Can someone really be born evil, or is just as simple as clever storytelling and
turning off our TV screens?
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WALTER WHITE AND THANOS: STRANGE BEDFELLOWS –
A BREAKING BAD AND AVENGERS: INFINITY WAR ANALYSIS
OF ANTIHEROES
Adam Belinson

Each person has their own mental image or model for what aspects make up
a "good guy" or hero, and, alternatively, what makes someone "bad" or the
villain of a story through the absence or inverse of the qualities that their
concept of a hero has. Outside of storytelling, most audience members and
story writers know that things aren't so black and white in the real world.
There are exceptions, such as Adolf Hitler, but still, the point is that seldom
does a person make history that essentially every person will unanimously
agree is an outright "villain." Alternatively, it hasn't been as standard for
books, television shows, plays, movies, video games, etc., to take the time to
go in-depth, challenging the often thought of mental models of what truly
makes someone a hero or a villain.
However, there has been more of a conscious effort to flesh out heroes and
villains in more modern times and challenge the conventional models of the
archetypes by blurring the line between the two and making the audience
question who the hero or villain of a story truly is. That's where the idea of
the antihero archetype comes into the picture. An antihero is a protagonist or
just a character who has both the qualities of a hero and a villain. By blurring
the lines between the attributes of what typically makes a hero and a villain
who they are, you get a character who is more complicated to define, as they
can't be praised as a heroic good guy due to having more qualities in line with
a villainous character, but also due to their complexities are harder to
denounce as an outright evil villain. While there can be many different
definitions of what constitutes an "antihero," the main point is that traditional
heroes do not have moral flaws. Antiheroes do. Due to this blurring of what
qualities are typically seen in heroes vs. villains, an antihero can get away with
darker, more morally gray actions without outright being condemned as a
villain. Sure, a decent chunk of the audience may very well resort to defining
an antihero in more black and white terms to conform to the often thought
of mental concepts of a hero or villain mentioned earlier.
However, even more of the audience actively debate within
themselves and with others if the character in question was more of a good or
bad guy. How is an antihero able to stimulate such a debate? How do creators
of said characters blur the line between heroes and villains to get a large
portion of their audience to sympathize, empathize, or even possibly like
characters who, by conventional standards, would be seen as bad people, if
not outright villains? This paper aims to answer those questions by using well-
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known examples from Vince Gilligan's 2008 television series titled Breaking
Bad and the 2018 Marvel Studios film by Anthony Russo and Joe Russo,
Avengers: Infinity War. Even though the characters this paper will be discussing
do morally questionable things that, at face value, align them more on the
villain spectrum, there are many out there who don't think it's right to
categorize them as such. By most accounts, this isn't necessarily because
people agree with their actions or think they're especially great people.
Instead, it's more so a testament to how Gilligan and the Russo brothers
expertly crafted their respective characters to make a good number of the
audience sympathize and empathize with such messed up characters even
though said characters doing things most would agree are morally wrong.
Starting with Vince Gilligan's Breaking Bad, the audience follows the
story of a man named Walter White. The show's general, condensed premise
is that after being diagnosed with terminal lung cancer, Walter begins to start
secretly cooking and selling crystal methamphetamine using his chemistry
expertise to help provide for his lower-middle-class family before his passing.
One of the questions the show asks its viewers is if all the illegal and morally
questionable things Walter is doing are worth it for, presumably, his family in
the end? Can we, the viewers, look past Walter's illegal and immoral behavior
due to us understanding where Walter is coming from? Does our sympathy
and empathy towards his situation blind us to the fact that our protagonist is
increasingly becoming the villain of the story as the series progresses? These
questions are harder to answer for a decent amount of viewers because
Gilligan gives Walter a backstory that millions of viewers can identify and
relate with.
"Walt's troubles are the troubles of an ordinary person of today, and
we sympathize with his situation. His work leaves him uninspired and
even somewhat depressed; he has family members who don't
understand him and even belittle him; even his car breaks down at
the worst possible moment! Diagnosed with cancer, he faces the
prospect of insurmountable financial debt, which only adds to his
economic misery... This last fact about Walt's situation becomes
crucial not only to understanding the popularity of the series… …but
also the greater message behind Breaking Bad and the choices of
Walter White, a thoroughly modern and thoroughly average man"
(Koepsell and Arp 145).
A core aspect of blurring the line that creating an antihero requires is
creating a believable, human problem that acts as the catalyst to set them
down a more morally gray path. In this case, if Walter didn't have a backstory
that millions could relate to, Walter would just come across as a greedy,
monstrous villain. Granted, to some, he already does. For example, in a
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horror or science fiction movie, the "big bad" isn't humanized or meant to be
sympathized with at all. This isn't to say that this is bad, as fleshing out the
antagonist wasn't the point of the movie; if anything, the antagonist in those
types of movies is deliberately dehumanized, so the viewer and the characters
within the film don't feel morally ambiguous about rooting for the
antagonist's downfall. In general, that's why plenty of villains aren't too
fleshed out: it would ultimately distract from the point of most villains, which
is to act as a means for the protagonist to grow by overcoming them. That's
one of the core reasons antiheroes such as Walter White can get millions of
viewers to understand and possibly side with him to an extent is because he
isn't dehumanized. Walter is portrayed as a general human being living a
monotonous, everyday life, making him instantly more relatable than most
villains ever will be. In essence, an antihero like Walter White isn't a black and
white villain; instead, he's a gray, complex character whose actions cause an
internal conflict within the viewers for what is acceptable or not.
The reason it's important to establish a sympathetic backstory for an
antihero is not just so the audience can relate and flesh out the character but
also for manipulating and upending the viewers' moral expectations and usual
story framework. To specify what that means, recall earlier when this paper
made the point on how everyone has their mental concept of what a hero and
a villain act like. Taking that idea further, everyone has their moral
expectation and belief for how a hero and a villain should be treated by a
story's end. For instance, most expect that noble heroes should be rewarded,
and immoral villains should ultimately be punished. After all, there's a reason
why a villain's downfall in media is so satisfying because their evil plan blows
up in their face, and we, the viewer, don't see the villain triumph. Essentially,
a character acting a certain way will lead the viewer to have a mental
expectation and a framework for the story in terms of how that character
should ultimately be treated by the end. Therefore, a show like Breaking Bad
has so many people conflicted on whether Walter should get away with all he
is because we are exposed to two different characters. We see Walter White
and his doppelgänger, Heisenberg. However, unlike other stories, we don't
immediately start the show seeing Heisenberg (the villainous side). From the
outset, we are exposed to Walter's good, more humane, and sympathetic side,
which is the root of the conflict.
"Walter White is an antihero is beyond doubt. He remains the
protagonist of Breaking Bad throughout the show, but his qualities
are decidedly non-heroic. Walt's choices may not be our choices, but
the factors that drive him to cross one moral line after another are
events we understand all too well: crappy job, mounting medical bills,
credit card debt, and a midlife crisis sparked by asking himself the
question "Just what have I accomplished with my life?" and not liking
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the answer. When the viewer joins them, Tony Soprano is already a
mobster and Dexter Morgan is already a sociopath, but Walter White
is simply an Everyman and turns into a monster before our very
eyes" (Guffey and Koontz 55).
Some viewers probably would like to think that, at his core, Walter
isn't a villain due to what we saw of Walter's character at the very beginning
of the series. "It's just Heisenberg," one could think. After all, providing for
his family and breaking out of a life of unfulfilling monotony before he dies is
a relatable cause. However, as the show goes on and Walter continually does
things that are increasingly villainous and despicable, the viewer is forced to
come to the same realization that those closest to Walter in the show do:
whatever Walter has turned into, Heisenberg, that's authentically him now.
The motivations we saw and were told throughout the show were farces, in
the end. Walter constantly tells people, namely his wife, Skyler, that he is
doing what he is for his family. Some characters try to call his bluff, but
Walter is unyielding in that reason being his motivation, presumably.
However, in the very last episode of Breaking Bad, titled "Felina," Walter is
finally honest with Skyler and, by extension, the audience, and says, "I did it
for me. I liked it. I was good at it. And I was really… I was alive" (33:26).
Walter has metamorphosized into what viewers would typically classify as a
villain, even admitting that he felt alive while doing everything he did,
solidifying he has no regrets for his decisions and isn't attempting to justify
his actions. However, what complicates an outright condemnation of Walter
for many is that we saw this transformation happen throughout the series,
and we know where his character started. Should Walter receive
comeuppance, or should he succeed in the end?
Viewers saw the genesis of Heisenberg and initially had an
expectation and mental framework for where they wanted Walter to end up.
Walter was originally a down-on-his-luck, relatable everyman, but as the series
went on, he became more power-hungry and corrupted to the point where
viewers start to question whether they need to readjust their mental schema
of the plot and their expectations for how Walter should be treated. What
happens to an audience's mental framework and expectations when instead of
following an antihero who they've known since the beginning of the story to
one we don't?
The Marvel Cinematic Universe, referred to as the "MCU" for short,
which this paper will also do, has had a significant presence in not only film
and pop culture in the past decade but has gone on to have an outsized
influence and shape media and entertainment as well. Due to the success of
the MCU, superheroes have gone mainstream more than they ever had before
and have made several once niche characters into generation-defining icons.
For instance, while comic book fans may have been acutely familiar with who
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Iron Man was back before the MCU, you wouldn't catch virtually anyone
recognizing him to the same extent as one knows Batman or Spider-Man.
However, due to the MCU, Iron Man and many more like him have become
extremely marketable, recognizable characters. On top of that, the success of
the MCU has led many other movie studios scrambling to capitalize on their
intellectual properties and make their own cinematic universe on the big
screen (to, let's say, "mixed" results by many). Despite some studios' best
efforts, it is looking increasingly unlikely that anyone can top or even rival the
MCU at this point; it has firmly established its foundation and has found a
formula that will effectively print money for Marvel and its owner, Disney, far
into the foreseeable future. However, while contributing to the MCU's
success, said formula is also the subject of many critics.
To appeal to the vast general public, more often than not, you have
to create something that is not only easy to digest but also family-friendly (to
an extent, for maximum reach) as well as predictable, so the masses know
what they're mainly getting into each time they go and consume the product.
One could argue the MCU isn't too dissimilar to McDonald's, in that sense.
Like the MCU, many would say McDonald's doesn't promise an "out-of-thisworld" experience that will change your life, but it does, however, virtually
always promise consistency. The MCU may not rival universally considered
great works such as Citizen Kane, Gone with the Wind, or The Godfather on an
intellectual or "artistic" level, but the MCU, many would argue, isn't trying to
be like those films and is clear about what it offers its audience; like
McDonald's, people keep on returning to consume the next offering simply
due to it making them feel good and comfortable. Said formula, of course,
means, typically, that characters will start to feel repetitive after a while, a
criticism that extends to both the heroes and villains alike. As such, the
aforementioned common mental framework and expectations for how heroes
and villains should act usually is accurate to how the MCU's films play out.
Sure, some deviations to that framework exist, but by in large, the MCU
doesn't strive to challenge stereotypical character conventions with its films,
especially within its villains. However, one of the exceptions to that rule
would have to be Thanos from Avengers: Infinity War as well as its immediate
sequel Avengers: Endgame (though since most of Thanos' character that is
relevant to this paper is found in the former, the latter film will only be briefly
touched upon since in Avengers: Endgame the Thanos we see for most of the
film isn't the same character we saw in Avengers: Infinity War).
In both the comic books from where Thanos originates and the two
films he stars in, his ultimate goal is to collect all six magical objects called the
"Infinity Stones." Each stone controls an essential aspect of existence: the
Space Stone, the Reality Stone, the Power Stone, the Mind Stone, the Time
Stone, and the Soul Stone. If a being of immense power, such as Thanos, can
successfully don the stones without collapsing under their combined strength,
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any desire they have will be fulfilled. Thanos' ultimate desire was to eliminate
half of all life within the universe. In the comics, Thanos' motivation for
doing this was to captivate and impress Death, who had a physical, feminine
incarnation in Marvel comics. While doing something to impress a love
interest is a relatable place to come from, trying to kill half of all life in the
universe is one of the most unrelatable and unsympathetic things a character
could try and accomplish. Once the MCU started to get its foothold within
pop culture and teased Thanos as an eventual threat back in a brief, postcredits scene in 2012's The Avengers, it seemed they weren't planning on
deviating from what was Thanos' motivation established in the comics (subtly
alluding to Death herself which causes Thanos to smile ominously). As
Marvel kept teasing the arrival of Thanos yet again through a post-credits
scene, this time found in 2015's Avengers: Age of Ultron and even a full-blown
scene in 2014's Guardians of the Galaxy, Thanos continually came across as
another mustache-twirling villain in an already extensive line of stereotypical
villains within the MCU. However, millions of audience members from
around the world were shocked when they saw Avengers: Infinity War for the
first time because, despite what Marvel had been building up him to be,
Thanos came across as a multi-dimensional, layered character; vastly different
from the usual brand of villains the MCU and its fans had grown accustomed
to. Rather than pining after Death, Thanos' reasoning for wanting to wipe out
half of all life is due to overpopulation across the universe, draining it of its
resources. Anthony Russo and Joe Russo deliberately changing an already
well-established character with a well-established motivation is eyebrowraising. In fact, the movie is essentially shot from Thanos' point of view, and
the character takes up just over thirty minutes of screentime, which might not
sound like much until you realize out of the film's massive cast of characters,
Thanos has the most screentime out of any of them. When asked about the
film being shot from Thanos' perspective, Joe Russo responded by saying,
"We thought it was fascinating to tell a story from the point of a view
of a villain. So when you watch the film, you'll see the film is told
from Thanos' perspective. That offers a unique insight into our
heroes, but it also offers a unique insight into villains and how they
think" (Russo).
Anthony Russo goes on to say that Thanos was an organic choice to
lead the film because the movie was dealing with "…several different groups
of characters, some of which have no knowledge of the existence of the
other." Going on to say that Thanos was the central unifier of the film,
bringing all of the characters together. While what Anthony said may be true
to a certain extent, it also seems clear to many viewers that the Russo brothers
went beyond simply taking a villain and centering the film around them. No,
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what the two brothers did was not only turn Thanos into what is essentially
the protagonist of Avengers: Infinity War, but they also somehow took a
character with one of the least relatable goals in fiction and turned him into a
sympathetic, antihero to many.
A couple of paragraphs ago, this paper described Walter White as
having one of the most relatable and sympathetic backstories that any
character could have. Walter's human, empathetic elements being corrupted
into what many consider villainous aspects are at the core of what makes
Walter such a debated character, an antihero if you will. This paper argued
that if Breaking Bad were viewed from another character's perspective, Walter
would undoubtedly be seen as more of a villain, not too dissimilar to Thanos.
Inversely, if the viewer started the film from Thanos' point of view or were
less accustomed to the heroes throughout Avengers: Infinity War, would Thanos
be seen less as an outright villain with a compelling motivation, to more an
antihero status? After all, if Thanos shares many elements found in Walter
White and is arguably more of a virtuous person than Walter, why wouldn't
he be viewed as more of a morally gray antihero? While Thanos is
unquestionably a madman to an extent (a common loophole to his proposed
solution being that he could wish for double the resources within the
universe), he also never lies, gloats, nor does he hunger for unlimited power
that the stones could unquestionably give him. One of the most vital scenes
in the movie that reveals some of the depth the Russo's iteration of Thanos
holds is found in the scene when he first arrives on his home planet, "Titan,"
in search of one of the stones. Upon his arrival, Doctor Steven Strange, one
of the many heroes we have grown to know throughout the MCU, begins
talking to Thanos. As the two talk further, Thanos, using the power of the
Reality Stone, shows Doctor Strange what Titan used to look like (with it now
being a complete wasteland). Thanos, while showing that Titan used to be a
bustling, prosperous world full of life, explains how he predicted the events
that led to the planet's now ruined state, saying,
Thanos: "…Titan was like most planets. Too many mouths, and not
enough to go around. And when we faced extinction, I offered a
solution.
Doctor Strange: Genocide.
Thanos: But at random, dispassionate, fair to rich and poor alike.
They called me a madman. And what I predicted came to pass.
Doctor Strange: Congratulations. You're a prophet.
Thanos: I'm a survivor.
Doctor Strange: Who wants to murder trillions.
Thanos: With all six stones, I could simply snap my fingers, and they
would all cease to exist. I call that… Mercy.
Doctor Strange: And then what?
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Thanos: I finally rest… And watch the sun rise on a grateful universe.
The hardest choices require the strongest wills" (1:47:05).
This entire interaction was included because it most effectively and succinctly
explains Thanos' character. In this brief interaction, the audience is not only
are told why Thanos acts the way he does, but we see him display genuine
pain and emotion (it helps actually to see watch the scene), in addition to him
displaying humility and incredible arrogance that shows his Messiah Complex
both simultaneously. Throughout this interaction, we learn that Thanos is a
broken character. Thanos went unheard despite warning his planet that they
would face extinction if measures weren't taken to rectify the overpopulation
draining the planet of its resources. Unfortunately, Thanos was right in the
end, and Titan was met with oblivion, leaving Thanos one of if not the only
remaining members of his race. Overpopulation and the dwindling of
resources is a problem scientists have been warning humanity about for years.
While perhaps not as relatable or empathetic as Walter's character to some,
trying to prevent the world from facing extinction from overpopulation is a
motivation virtually no person would be opposed to. Undoubtedly, not as
many people will place themselves in Thanos' shoes as much as they will
Walter due to the latter's monotonous, all-too-relatable life, but then again,
who will make the conscious effort to prevent overpopulation in the first
place? This is where Thanos' Messiah Complex and warped sense of "destiny"
(as he calls it during the film) comes in. Thanos already witnessed no one
taking charge of Titan years ago and now fundamentally believes hardly
anyone has the will to prevent such an event from occurring throughout the
universe. As such, Thanos believes it is his destiny to help the universe and
will defeat any who oppose him in that mission. In fact, during the movie, we
learn that Thanos has already gone to countless planets over the years to put
his theory towards betterment into action. When Thanos' "daughter,"
Gamora, who he took in as his daughter from one of the planets he wiped
out half of the life of, tries to argue against Thanos' logic and reason, this is
what he responds with, saying,
Gamora: "I was a child when you took me.
Thanos: I saved you.
Gamora: No. No. We were happy on my home planet.
Thanos: Going to bed hungry. scrounging for scraps. Your planet
was on the brink of collapse. I'm the one who stopped that. Do you
know what's happened since then? The children born have known
nothing but full bellies and clear skies. It's a paradise.
Gamora: Because you murdered half the planet.
Thanos: A small price to pay for salvation.
Gamora: You're insane.
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Thanos: Little one, it's a simple calculus. This universe is finite, it's
resources finite. If life is left unchecked, life will cease to exist. It
needs correction.
Gamora: You don't know that!
Thanos: I'm the only one who knows that. At least, I'm the only one
with the will to act on it…" (1:06:20).
Again, the reason this entire conversation was included was to fully
illustrate Thanos' warped mind. Thanos' intentions are all altruistic without
selfishness. Compare that to Walter, who, despite saying he was doing what
he did for his family, ultimately confesses to doing it for himself. Thanos is
never revealed to be doing what he's doing as a form of self-aggrandizement
or to feel powerful. Despite his inhumane methods, Thanos, looking at the
universe from a purely statistical lens, sees his ways as justified. Thanos
believes the ends justify the means. Why? Because he has seen what becomes
of planets that don't follow his advice, such as Titan. There is a reason there
are so many analysis videos on the internet with millions of views and
thousands of likes discussing why "Thanos was right" or "Thanos should've
won," and so on. It isn't because these people are promoting genocide or
think it is a reasonable solution to the problems we face in the real world
whatsoever. Instead, it's because at no point in the movie is the cause for
what Thanos is fighting for incorrect.
As has been mentioned several times by now, Walter did it all for
himself, not for any virtuous or upstanding reason. Thanos did what he did
not out of recognition, glory, power, or anything like that. Despite killing half
of the universe resulting in more deaths than anything Walter did, Thanos is
arguably more virtuous than Walter. After all, once Thanos finally gets all of
the Infinity Stones and successfully wipes out half of all life in the MCU,
Thanos, in the movie's final scene, teleports to a calm countryside, sheds his
armor, and simply sits content with what he did. Ending Avengers: Infinity War
with the heroes we have been following essentially losing is already poignant,
but to see what has been described as a genocidal maniac staying true to his
word and simply sitting down to rest after what he feels was his purpose
fulfilled goes to show the type of character Thanos is. Going further with this,
in Avengers: Endgame, we learn that Thanos used the Infinity Stones to destroy
themselves due to them, only leading to "temptation," as Thanos puts it.
Thanos could've ended Avengers: Infinity War laughing, gloating, surrounded by
his army, etc., but he stays true to his word and only uses the stones for what
he viewed as an act of service to the universe. Not wanting to be tempted,
which would sacrifice his character, Thanos uses the stones to destroy the
stones. It was said before that the heroes lost, but Thanos lost as well. To get
the Soul Stone, Thanos had to sacrifice the thing he loved the most in the
world: Gamora. While taking her from her planet years ago was arguably one
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of the few selfish things we know about Thanos doing, with tears in his eyes
(which we learn are for Gamora, not for himself), he sacrifices what he truly
viewed as his daughter. Thanos believed in his cause, his "destiny," so much
that he didn't expect every other being in the universe to lose without losing
as well. If it helped him accomplish his goal, Thanos wouldn't waver. Sure,
Thanos taking Gamora and forcing her to fall to her death is arguably selfish,
but the point is that Thanos is uncompromising in his character and truly
wants to help the universe. As such, if we were to get a film following Thanos
from when he was much younger during the days of a prospering Titan,
would we sympathize and empathize with Thanos more to such an extent
that more people would even view him as a "fallen hero" of sorts? Perhaps
even an antihero? This paper explained above how Walter White became an
antihero for many despite how messed up he became. Applying the same
rationale this paper and audience members applied to Walter, Thanos
displaying similar if not more stereotypical "heroic" elements should land him
in the position of an antihero if only we started the movie and learned of his
backstory through his eyes.
Despite the length this paper went to explain why Walter White and
Thanos are antiheroes and why exactly so many sympathize, empathize, and
somewhat side with such monsters, many will, of course, still categorize the
two broadly as either heroes or villains (most likely the latter). However, just
like real life, the two characters discussed in this paper are gray. They both
have qualities that are present in both heroes and villains alike. Both
characters' motivations are understandable and can be sympathized with to
such an extent that they should shed typical categorization audience members
put characters into. Believe it or not, there are plenty more characters out
there similar to Walter White and Thanos. Adrian Toomes from Spider-Man:
Homecoming, Jack Sparrow from Pirates of the Caribbean, to even a character as
insane as Batman's archnemesis "the Joker" from the 2019 film Joker. Next
time you read a book, watch a tv show, or sit down and take in a movie, open
your mind to characters being able to fall in-between the typical black and
white hero and villain archetypes our brains default to. After all, just like real
life, you may find the character in question to be a bit grayer.
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THE BEAUTIFUL FOREVER WALL
Megan Lindsey
Titles of books can hold much meaning and importance, and are often
overlooked. Katherine Boo’s story Behind the Beautiful Forevers showcases a
haunting irony as it follows the lives of many people in the slums of Annwadi,
outside of the city of Mumbai. There is corruption, anger, and unfairness
surrounding them. After the horrific death of Fatima, payoffs from the police,
corrupted government officials, and unfair advantages all ensue as the
Annawadians attempt to reach the ultimate goal of success in Mumbai. The
Beautiful Forever wall is the chasm that divides the rich from the poor, the
successful from the struggling, and even the Annawadians from each other.
This divide perpetuates the idea that certain people are less valuable than
others.
The Beautiful Forever wall is a symbol in this book that taunts the
characters. The wall itself is what separates the Annawadi slum from the
Mumbai airport that is catered to the wealthy. This wall is lined in
advertisements for luxurious floor tiles that will supposedly last a lifetime.
The irony is that the people living in the slum have no kitchens to floor, nor
food to eat. Their homes are filthy and they rarely have clean water. The
people living there are, as they appear to the high class, “shoeless, unclean,
and pathetic” (Boo 36). Sunil, a scavenger boy like the main character Abdul,
reflects in his private thoughts: “But nothing soothed his apprehension that
the hunger was stunting his growth” (Boo 35). The Annawadians cannot
obtain frivolous floor tiles if they cannot even provide meals or fresh drinking
water everyday.
Mirchi sums it up well when he says, “Everything around us is roses,
and we’re the shit in between” (Boo xii). This quote sums up the wealth gap
in India that contributes to the irony of the Beautiful Forever Wall. There is a
great divide between the poor and rich, and there is virtually no way for those
who are impoverished to reach a new status. In this new modernizing age,
though, these poor people could see a new horizon of advancements and fair
societal competition. The problem is that there is simply no way to reach it.
Boo illustrates this when discussing Meena’s tragic fate of suicide: “This new
India of feisty, convention-defying women wasn’t a place Meena knew how to
get to” (Boo 182). She saw what she could have, but she knew that the gap
was too wide to bridge. It can be assumed that Boo chose to include this wall
as a symbol to constantly remind the characters of what they could have, but
they will never be able to obtain.
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This reality is one of the not-so ancient relics of the unfair Caste
System which strictly prohibited people from moving classes. Those that were
born impoverished and suffering would stay that way. There was no way to
bridge the gap. Untouchables remained the outcasts and the lepers of society.
Though the system was outlawed in 1950, it still remains in principle to this
day. People are discriminated against based on their status and treated as the
untouchable class or the unworthy caste. Those that have riches and power
must have earned it in a way, so there must be no one that can work their way
up. As a reader, it becomes important to remember that these characters are
real people who have had these real experiences happen in recent years. Even
over the course of sixty years, people are still dealing with the lasting
consequences of this system.
Some of the characters become walls of their own throughout the
course of the book. Fatima is the Husain family’s disabled and argumentative
neighbor. With only one leg, the woman’s life was instantly made more
difficult. Due to this, Fatima has much anger in her heart. In this fit of rage,
she pours kerosene on herself and lights herself on fire. When she does this,
she puts up a wall for the Husains. After her husband, friends, and herself lie
to the police about what truly happened, she makes it so that the Husains will
never be able to go back to the way that things were. With Karam,
Kehkashan, and Abdul in and out of jail and their family business going
under, this family lost their hope of a successful future someday. Fatima’s
burning was a way for her “to be treated as a mattering person” (Boo 99).
While trying to cross her own wall, she was the wall that separated the Husain
family’s goals from their reality, making it impossible to ever cross the wall.
Manju also becomes a wall to Annawadi children. After her years of
teaching poor children from the slum at her mother’s kindergarten, she
eventually stops it in pursuit of something more. The only thing Manju,
Asha’s daughter, knew that she wanted was that she did not want to become
like her mother, but that is exactly what happened. The little bit of control she
had with her mother’s new job and her gift of a used computer, Manju
became someone new. She helped her mother lie to the government for
running these government-funded schools. Her school helped these children,
even if in the most miniscule ways, to escape their family and receive
something that resembles an education. However, Manju’s greed and her
resignation to Asha’s lifestyles widens the gap of the uncrossable wall. While
trying to cross the wall herself, Manju’s choices prevent these children from
having a way to access a safer and better lifestyle on the other side of the wall.
The society of the country of India and its lifestyles both clearly
contribute to the fact that society is the wall that stands between the
Annawadians and a real, hopeful, future. If the people were born poor and
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are underprivileged, they should remain that way. Boo states in the novel, “As
every slum dweller knew, there were three main ways out of poverty: finding
an entrepreneurial niche...politics and corruption...and education” (Boo 62). It
was often difficult to find a niche that someone else had not claimed. Political
corruption was hard to succeed in as well, not to mention the morally wrong
work. It was nearly impossible to have both quality and quantity in education,
especially for women. In all three instances, the system stands united against
these people who simply want better futures.
Readers could also interpret the name of the title in a different
manner. Behind the Beautiful Forevers could also be interpreted in another way; It
symbolizes the real stories behind real people. The stories contained within
the pages of this book are the realities of not only these Annawadians, but
millions of other slum dwellers like them. Success is relative and can be
defined in many ways. To these characters, however, their successes, however
miniscule they may be, could be a beautiful reality. This book provides insight
into the lives of underserved people. They are the stories behind these
people’s beautiful forever.
The theme of the Beautiful Forever wall symbolizes divides in class
and stature. Not only is society a wall to the Annawadians, but people
become walls to their neighbor. People fighting to survive makes things much
more complicated than is left to be assumed. Throughout the course of this
class, the main topic has been the chasms that divide and the things that bring
us together. In this book, Boo elaborates on what it means to be rich and
poor and how oppression can cause people to do unspeakable things.
Outsiders may look down on Fatima for burning herself to death, but the
context allows readers to understand the motivation behind her burning.
Every character does what they believe to be necessary in order to cross the
uncrossable wall.
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HENRY KISSINGER, RAGNAR REDBEARD, & THE IMPLICATIONS
OF AMERICAN MORALITY
Austin Hart
In 1951, Henry Kissinger wrote his undergraduate thesis, The Meaning of
History, in which he argued that moral law “reveals a life independent on
animality and even the entire world of sense,” (Kissinger 277). In other
words, Henry advocated for a unique brand of moral indeterminacy. For
Kissinger, one’s morality could only be viewed through their actions, and to
act only the basis of morality would exempt oneself from ever living freely.
This freedom from morals would become the guiding principles which Henry
would live by. It would allow him to demonize detente policy in 1957, when
he advocated for the use of tactical nuclear destruction (Kissinger 1957). It
would allow him to sabotage peace talks in 1968, prolonging the Vietnam
War by 7 years, so that he could get a political position with an administration
he would not even vote for (Langguth 523). It would allow him to order the
invasion of Cambodia, a neutral territory, that would kill hundreds of
thousands of civilians (Tyner 2017). Henry Kissinger was perhaps the ultimate
practitioner of moral calculus, and his freedom from humanity made him a
monster of an unthinkable scale. Yet, his policy making has still rendered him
a legend among politicians. He’s remained relevant in the modern political
landscape, where old critics of his work like Hillary Clinton now laud him as
the most brilliant among foreign policy makers. His lasting impact has set a
precedent in American foreign policy such that the cost of civilian casualties
and peace is secondary to the execution of perceived threats to freedom.
Henry Kissinger is among the most detestable influences of
American exceptionalism that exists today, but he is not original in his moral
flexibility. To truly understand the depths of moral depravity, take Arthur
Desmond as a glowing lesson in the dangers of masculine aggression. In
1890, Desmond published Survival of the Fittest (now known as Might is Right)
under the pseudonym Ragnar Redbeard. In his manifesto, Desmond
essentially argues the same point as Kissinger, saying, “Blessed are they who
believe in Nothing — never shall it terrorize their minds,” (Redbeard 30).
Desmond believed that religious and governed morality was holding humanity
back from its natural equilibrium. In his eyes, to act morally was to defy
freedom and embrace weakness. Arthur Desmond was many things: a poet,
an atheist, a cannibal, a biological determinist, a nazi, and one of the most
racist, sexist, absolutely vile humans that ever crossed the Earth. Might is Right
is a symbol among right wing extremism; held up among other manifestos
like The Protocols of The Elders of Zion, it has inspired countless hate crimes
including the Gilroy Garlic Festival shooting where 3 people were murdered.
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But if the shooter, Santino William Legan, was only acting out of the
preservation of freedom-if he was only preserving his view of American
individualism-then by what right are we able to judge him? By what right, are
we as a society able to look at the actions of the American government and
say that the same actions in the individual are unjustified? Because that’s evil.
It is objectively, unquestionably evil.
Santino William Legan was shot dead by the police. Had he lived to
face justice he would have deserved the fullest possible punishment in the
name of the law. Yet his character was wholly American. Time and time
again, our criminal justice system has chosen to excuse the murder of Black
people at the hands of the police on the basis that they were protecting
themselves-that they were acting out of freedom. It did so with Trayvon
Martin, Philando Castille, Breanna Taylor, Aura Rosser, and countless others.
Our government is actively choosing to uphold order-to maintain the status
quo-instead of providing justice.
American individualism has a long, treacherous history that created
the myth that the right to oneself is greater than the right to the collective.
Our dependence on capitalism has allowed for a singular mindset in which
corporations, politicians, police officers, and every callous, warm-blooded
patriot values their interests above morality. As Kissinger would put it,
“freedom and necessity cannot be reconciled except by an inward
experience,” (Meaney 2020). Tracing back the dangers of the American dream
is tantamount to recounting the history of America. It was entrenched into
the founding of our society, and it remains so today. Spanning a multitude of
social issues, in almost every narrative surrounding a solution, from pollution
to sexual assault, personal responsibility will play a major role in excusing
wrong doing. It’s no wonder then, that this skewed moral view of society
should perpetuate the patriarchy.
Patriarchal norms have been dramatically worsened by American
individualism. The narratives over consent, fashion, and intoxication have all
been framed under the umbrella of personal decision making in order to
justify rape. Take Brock Turner as an infamous example of this in practice;
when he raped an unconscious Chanel Miller, the blame was not placed on
the rapist but rather the “drunk girl at the party,” (Brockes 2019). The media
exacerbates rape culture in its view of women as “police, attorneys, and
judges are often skeptical of rape victims,” and wrongful portrayals of
intoxication, personal garb, and promiscuity only plays into the miscarriage of
justice (Thacker 94). The patriarchy has benefited from the distorted belief
that everyone’s morality is solely determined by their actions, yet the
individual is often not the one framing their actions. Thus, one’s morality is
determined by the priorities of the culture, and in a culture that values women
and people of color below white men, one’s morality will solely be
determined by their social status. If feminism is to be prevail over centuries of
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ingrained, backwards moral philosophy, it needs to redefine what morality
constitutes. Feminists cannot be idle and wait for women to “shatter the glass
ceiling.” Waiting on the individual to cause endemic change will only further
the inequality and bigotry that has forsaken them. To truly reform American
society, we must break it down at its most essential levels; from local courts to
the executive branch, the leaders that guide us need to reexamine the price of
freedom. It is not worth our humanity.
Arthur Desmond is an easy character from history to pick on. He is a
disillusioned Nazi lunatic who calls himself Ragnar and pretends that women
are slaves to his subjugation. It is easy to look at him and his followers as the
radical fringes of American society-outliers and nothing more. But the truth is
that they are representative of a lot more of America than we care to admit.
The only thing that separates them from men like Henry Kissinger is the
framing through which their story is told. The bootstraps myth of what
makes the American dream real is dangerous, and we need collective action if
the people hope to see systemic change in our governing bodies.
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MORNING HASTE
Sara Moore
Coffee pot, slowly brewing
Chilled black drips slowly accruing
upon the base of the chartreuse
mug, releasing pheromones to entice a tired soul.
Bitter to the taste, too intense.
Touch of cream, dispersing, shattering surface tension
temperatures too acute to withstand.
Cold against heat; soul against deceit.
Spirals, shaking as the stirring stick makes
Placated mixtures of russet tones.
Lightly steaming at a softened glow
Left unclaimed though, hours past
Growing old, cold, desolate and drained
Down to the sewage.
Waste.
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I’LL LOVE YOU FOREVER
Norah Rehor
One moment I think about a lot is the moment my Mom’s heart stopped in
my arms. Technically, I don’t think it ever actually stopped, but I could tell
that it was weak and thready. As she came in and out of consciousness, I
remember feeling so unbelievably calm. Not because I wanted to, and I
definitely did not have to be. Everyone would have understood if I was acting
erratic.
I was sixteen with the remnants of the woman who raised me curled
in my arms like a baby. I remember telling her that it was okay for her to go
because I could tell she was fighting so hard to stay conscious. She had gone
through so much. So much so that at 16, I was expecting her to be long gone
years before. However, in this moment, she was here, and she was present,
and I was the only one who could comfort her. My sister was in Australia, and
my Dad was pacing trying to get some self-control because his wife was dying
on our living room floor.
I guess you could say I was present too. This moment always
reminds me of a book she would read to me when I was younger called, I’ll
Love You Forever. There was a line from that book she would always say to me
when tucking me in. It went “I’ll love you forever, I’ll like you for always, as
long as I am living, my baby you’ll be.” However, at this moment, the most
significant part of the book was the last page. The illustration is a son holding
his elderly mother the way that she would hold him when he was a baby at
the start of the book. It was eerily similar to the way I was holding my Mom.
I’m a strong believer that you treat others the way you want to be treated.
Instinctively, I started comforting her in the ways she had comforted me
many times before. I rested my cold hand on her forehead, and I watched it
soothe her whole body. This made it feel like our hearts were on the same
page. Both calm, both unsure, but both finally content with the outcome of
whatever would come next.
Peace is a mysterious thing, and I think that before this moment, I
hadn’t felt anything like it in years. It made it easy to talk to her. I told her
many things. I told her she could never let me down. I told her it was okay to
let go. I told her that I loved her, and that this moment made her strong.
Over and over again I said the same things as I ran my hand through her
short, curly hair. The person in my arms looked nothing like the person who
raised me. I still don’t know if that made it easier or harder to be in this
position. This woman was skinny. Her hair was dry, curly, short, and was
dyed. Her clothes were a little too baggy, and her teeth were perfect.
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Other than the hair, I feel like she had a lot of the things that women
long for, but to me the desirable things honestly meant nothing. I missed my
Mom. I miss my Mom. My Mom was a big woman. Her teeth were destroyed
from smoking. And her hair was thick and brown like mine, but hers went all
the way down to her butt. However, anyone who knew my Mom knew that
the most captivating thing about her was her heart. This is the one thing
about my Mom that I know we have in common because I completely model
the way I carry myself after what I learned from her. She was confident,
persistent, and strong. She worked to advocate for others, and truly she was
astonishing in every way shape and form. This is what scares me the most.
How could someone so benevolent and captivating become a person I don’t
even recognize? I don’t think I’ll ever know the answer to that question. Even
so, to the woman that once was all of these things, I’ll never forget what you
would tell me after we would read, I’ll Love You Forever. Mom, I’ll love you
forever. I’ll like you for always. As long as I’m living, your baby I'll always be.
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